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ABSTRACT 
 

The Chicano movements of the 1960s transformed protest and unrest into 

significant gains in the status of young Mexican Americans. Deriving strength from the 

political climate of their times, the movements were driven largely by youth organized 

around the common identity paradigm of Chicanismo and agitating for fundamental 

change in socio-political discourses and hierarchies within the United States. Since the 

1960s, however, collective youth action has rarely been evident in the historical record of 

Chicanismo, and globalization and transnationalism have influenced the terms of 

Mexican American experience, identification, and social action themselves. 

Tucson, Arizona, somewhat in the periphery of the original Chicano movements, 

finds itself at the epicenter of today’s ideological and practical contests over the legacies 

of the movimiento. This city, located just sixty miles north of the U.S.-Mexico border, 

until 2012 hosted one of the country’s only public school departments of Mexican 

American Studies, which itself was home to one of the country’s first formalized social-

justice education curricula. In the first decade of the twenty-first century, precipitous 

increases in the number of graduates of these curricula converged with the collapse of 

world financial markets and resulting local crises in socio-political economy, which had 

intersecting, rippled effects on both side of the U.S.-Mexico border. In the ensuing 

climate of financial constriction and ideological transformation, subterranean questions 

about national belonging and legitimacy surfaced in local and national political 

challenges to Mexican immigration and “appropriate” schooling curriculum. Local 

Chicana/o youth responded to these local and larger contestations to their legitimacy as 



 13

citizens and students by mobilizing some of the most significant public actions since the 

1960s. 

This dissertation investigates the awakening into critical consciousness and 

pursuant social action of Mexican American high school students, youth “activists” and 

“organizers” in Tucson, Arizona. Building from ethnography conducted across nine years 

within youth actors’ sites of activism and social justice engagement, this research reveals 

new complexities in our understanding of “activist” identity and enactments, and 

contends that understandings of both “activism” and “Chicanismo” must be revisited in 

the scholarship of youth movements, generally, and Chicana/o social action, specifically. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

INTRODUCTION TO THE RESEARCH  
 
 

Expanded Abstract 
 

The Chicano movements of the 1960s transformed protest and unrest into 

significant gains in the status of young Mexican Americans. Deriving strength from the 

political climate of their times, the movements were driven largely by youth and young 

adults organized around the common identity paradigm of Chicanismo and agitating for 

fundamental change in socio-political discourses and hierarchies within the United States. 

Since the 1960s, however, collective youth action has rarely been evident in the historical 

record of Chicanismo, and globalization and transnationalism have influenced the terms 

of Mexican American experience, identification, and social action themselves. 

Meanwhile, one of the fundamental catalysts of the 1960s Chicano movements 

was school-based protest by high school and college students; these challenges to the 

educational system highlighted – among other issues – the failure of U.S. schools to 

support and retain Mexican American youth (García, I. 1997; Muñoz, C. 2000). Yet, a 

generation-and-a-half later, and despite the successful establishment of school-based 

Chicana/o-interest organizations and new forms of curriculum stemming from the 

founding movements, Mexican American students’ schooling outcomes – most notably 

high school graduation and college matriculation rates – remain troublingly low. 

Simultaneously, just forty years after their original implementation, Chicana/o interest 

organizations and programs are newly embattled on high school and college campuses. 

Tucson, Arizona, somewhat in the periphery of the original Chicano movements, 

finds itself at the epicenter of today’s ideological and practical contests over the legacies 
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of the movimiento. This city located just sixty miles north of the U.S.-Mexico border, 

which was largely overlooked in the scholarship of the founding Chicano movements, 

until 2012 hosted one of the country’s only public school departments of Mexican 

American (“Raza”) Studies, which itself was home to one of the country’s first 

formalized social-justice education curricula (the Social Justice Education Project, or 

SJEP). In the first decade of the 21st century, precipitous increases in the number of 

graduates of the Raza Studies/ SJEP curricula converged with the collapse of world 

financial markets and resulting local crises in socio-political economy, which had 

intersecting, rippled effects on both side of the U.S.-Mexico border. This same period 

also witnessed significant shifts in the national-level political establishment of both 

countries. In the ensuing climate of financial constriction and ideological transformation, 

subterranean questions about national belonging and legitimacy surfaced in local and 

national political challenges to Mexican immigration and “appropriate” schooling 

curriculum. Local Chicana/o youth responded to these local and larger contestations to 

their legitimacy as citizens and students by mobilizing some of the most significant 

public actions since the 1960s. 

This dissertation investigates the awakening into critical consciousness and 

pursuant social action of Mexican American high school students, youth “activists” and 

“organizers” in Tucson, Arizona. It explores the embodiments and manifestations of 

these youths’ social action, as well as their multiple, articulated perceptions of social 

justice for self and society. Building from ethnography conducted across then years 

within youth actors’ sites of activism and social justice engagement, this research reveals 

new complexities in our understanding of “activist” identity and enactments, and 
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contends that understandings of both “activism” and “Chicanismo” must be revisited in 

the scholarship of youth movements, generally, and Chicana/o social action, specifically. 

Ultimately, this dissertation reveals how, in a city at the crossroads of rural and 

urban places and livelihoods, and on the border between bounded nations and ethnicized 

internal identities, youth engage at both individual and collective levels with the varied 

topics and modes of “activism,” in the process, illuminating how these activisms both 

refer back to and challenge previous generations’ guiding ideologies and manifestations 

of Chicanismo; and how they may be suggestive of new forms of Movement activity to 

come.
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1.1 Introduction 

On the morning of March 1, 1968, one of the most powerful social movements in 

U.S. history began with a simple act: several hundred students walked out of Lincoln 

High School in East Los Angeles. Deeply frustrated by the systemic disregard of school 

teachers, administration, and broader institutional actors in Mexican American education 

to these youths’ potential, concerns, and subjectivities as students – and finding no other 

way to seek acknowledgement and redressment of such longtime institutionalized 

disenfranchisement – the students simply left their classrooms and spilled out onto the 

streets of Los Angeles. These youths’ concerns were quickly revealed to include other 

racial and ethnic disparities, including the disproportionate surveillance and policing of 

youth of color, and their organizing ideology and symbology in turn indexed this 

understanding of ethnicization with the cultural nationalistic ethos of Chicanismo. 

Organized, committed, and increasingly clear in their objectives, these youth gave lie to 

the tripled longstanding presumptions that, (1) youth are neither politically aware nor 

motivated by anything other than self-serving concerns; (2) youth protests, when they do 

occur, are merely the eruption of latent and unconscious forces of rebellion, rather than 

the thoughtful product of critical consciousness; and (3) Chicana/o youth and families 

place little value on education. The “melting pot” of the United States was revealed to be 

what it truly had been for centuries: a cauldron of inequity. 

In the weeks that followed the Lincoln High School walkout, a total of 15,000 

students would walk out of dozens of schools in southern California. An astute observer 

might note how aptly these high school’s names – Lincoln, Wilson, Garfield, and 

Roosevelt – emblemized the students’ reasons for walking out: one of the protestors’ 
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principle complaints concerned the overwhelming Eurocentrism of school curriculum and 

pedagogy, with the attendant privileging of white students, and implicit and explicit 

denial of Chicano history and contributions. Such a privileging of whiteness within the 

school manifested both implicit forms of subjugation, such as the whitewashing of U.S. 

and local histories and the castigation of students for speaking Spanish, and overt forms 

of subjugation of Chicano youth, including aggressive tracking and in-school policing 

practices. 

Denounced as “hoodlums” and unwitting pawns of more powerful and politicized 

adults and groups, the protesting students nevertheless quickly organized themselves into 

powerful, city-wide collectives with clearly articulated concerns, goals, and methods. 

With one exception, every leader and organizer of the Chicano student walkouts in 1968 

was under the age of thirty. These youth were not alone, moreover; they were spurred, in 

part, by other youth movements in the United States, and the overall “radicalization” of 

college campuses. Latino youth were attending college in the highest numbers in U.S. 

history, thanks in large part to the G.I. Bill and Pres. Johnson’s War on Poverty 

programs, and it was those students who added mass to a nascent and burgeoning student 

movement. Across the United States, a number of contemporaneous youth liberation 

movements arose, gained power and solidarity, and confronted white-hegemonic anxiety 

over the “inadequate” assimilation of the nation’s youth of color. 

Meanwhile, though there were unprecedented numbers of Chicano youth in 

college and universities, many of the goals of the movements continued to center around 

the abysmal conditions of schooling for Chicana/o youth, and their practical and 

symbolic implications. Those conditions included large numbers of force-outs of Chicano 
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youth (Muñoz’s [1989] powerful term for student dropouts) resulting in low overall high 

school graduation rates, and a general disenfranchisement of Chicano youth in schools. 

Accordingly, among the most significant accomplishments of the founding Chicano 

movements was a newly honed attention to the schooling experiences of Chicano youth, 

resulting in attempts by some universities and schools to remediate inequitable conditions 

for students of Mexican descent. The implementation of Mexican American Studies 

departments and courses in universities in the Southwest and California was a direct 

product of the Chicano movements’ focus on education. Chicano youth, as well, formed a 

number of community- and school-based organizations to maintain the collective 

organizing power that had secured their gains in the first movements. Ultimately, these 

founding Chicano movements, largely carried out by youth, and with many of their 

concerns related to education, established certain forms, characteristics, and terms of 

identity of Chicana/o youth activism. 

Just over forty years, and a generation-and-a-half later, the organizations and 

programs that were the most notable gains of the original Chicano movements are the 

subject of intense scrutiny and contestation. Movimiento Estudantíl Chicanos de Aztlán 

(MEChA) chapters in high schools and universities across the country are embattled, and 

the legitimacy of school-based Mexican American (or, “Raza”) Studies Programs have 

become the subject of intensive public rhetoric and debate. At the same time, larger 

discourses over immigration and the relative legality and legitimacy of individuals of 

Mexican descent have accelerated in pace, often reaching a fever pitch on both local and 

larger levels. 
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Tucson, 1 Arizona, somewhat in the periphery of the original Chicano movements, 

finds itself at the epicenter of today’s ideological contests over the legacies of the 

movimiento. This border city of about 1 million inhabitants (just over one-quarter the size 

of Los Angeles, and approximately two-thirds the size of the state capital, Phoenix) has 

been brought under intense scrutiny by a series of events that began with the first student 

walkouts in Tucson since the late 1960s, in 2006, and gained momentum with organized 

action against the state-level assault on Raza Studies in the Tucson Unified School 

District in 2010-2011. While Tucson’s 1960s-’70s student movements went largely 

undocumented in the larger histories of the movimiento, with accounts typically 

bookending Arizona between land-rights struggles in New Mexico and agricultural and 

urban student actions in California, in these past five years, Tucson has come clearly to 

the center of a renewed, and newly contoured, Chicano Movement. 

  

1.2 Purpose of This Research 

This research investigates the activism and activist dispositions of Chicana/o 

youth in the large urban center of Tucson, Arizona. I begin here by briefly explaining 

why each of the components of this research question matters: Why study youth activism, 

specifically? Why study youth activism within and of schools? Why study Chicana/o youth 

activism? Following this, I delineate the process by which I arrived at my specific 

                                                 
1 All school and individual names in this dissertation are pseudonyms. I have retained the names of the city 
(Tucson) and state (Arizona) in which this research was conducted because of the broadly visible, easily 
identifiable nature of many of the political events and public actions that I document herein – in short, there 
was no reliable way of disguising these larger city and state locations because of their intense, recent public 
scrutiny and politicization. For the same reasons, I retain here the names of the high-ranking state officials 
whose inclusion in this dissertation results from public comments they have made, as well as the name of 
the University of Arizona, which was neither the site nor the subject of my ethnography. 
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research questions and methodology, which both occurred in dialogue with previous 

research and project facilitation work in Montañita High School. 

(1) Why study activism in youth, specifically? Scholarship on the relationship of 

youth with nation-building reveals the critically important role that youth as both cultural 

symbols and political actors have on collective ideas and concerns about the nation. Some 

analysts, in fact, have suggested that collective national imaginings of potential or peril to 

the hegemonic nation turn on hopes and anxieties for its youth. The category of youth, 

thus, represents both potential and risk to the future interests of the nation’s hegemonic 

classes and groups. Youth also represents a life stage in which one’s relationship with 

broader society, including its array of assigned, denied, and other possibilities for 

“identity,” is being intensively engaged. At the same time that youth are moving outward 

in their adoption, negotiation, and performance of various identities, so too are they 

turning inward in this liminal stage of self-perception and psychospiritual evolution; this 

period is often characterized as a delving deeper into the “inner world” of personal 

meaning, ethics, and sense of self. 

(2) Why study youth activism in and of schools? The school represents one of the 

paramount institutions of national reproduction, and – by virtue of that – also is a critical 

site for subaltern practices of transformational resistance. Similarly, it is the site of 

complex, daily interactions with peers; in the context of social movements, this constant 

contact with peers, and the mutual education, conscientización, and identification as a 

collective that it can enable, is fundamental to solidarity building towards broad-scale 

social movements. In the history of the Chicano movements itself, moreover, the school 

has been both emblem of what is wrong with the treatment of urban U.S. Mexicans, and 
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the locus of some of the most significant communal acts of resistance, including the 1969 

“blowouts” of East Los Angeles, and similar contemporaneous walkouts in Tucson. 

Finally, (3) Why Chicana/o youth activism? While the Chicano movements 

focused – arguably, more than any other contemporaneous social movement – on the 

remediation of educational inequities for its youth population, long-term gains of the 

Movement in this respect have been uncertain, and the institutions of educational parity 

for Chicanas/os that the movimiento birthed are newly under attack by hegemonic 

interests. Forty-odd years after the founding movements, not only are Chicana/o 

schooling statistics only slightly less demoralizing than they were in the 1960s and ’70s, 

but a newly depressed economy and newly revived debates on national belonging and 

border porosity have combined to create a powerful popular rhetoric of inauthentic and 

illegitimate national belonging for individuals of Mexican descent – regardless of their 

immigration status or immigration history. It is in response to these heated debates and 

rhetorical and political assaults on Chicanas/os generally – including students of the 

Tucson Unified School District’s Raza Studies program, particularly – that a large part of 

Chicana/o youth organizing and activism in Tucson has coalesced. 

 While the year prior to my re-entry into Montañita High School was marked by 

one of the first major youth-led mobilizations in Tucson since the 1960s, and the end of 

my fieldwork was punctuated by several other significant youth-led actions, I was 

nevertheless impelled to ask: Before and between these significant public actions – which 

could be superficially considered discrete iterations in 2006 and 2009-2011 – what was 

happening? Can we legitimately and uncritically presume that these actions arose out of 

what has been often considered a period of political latency, or even youthful apathy; or 
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has at times been described by postmodernist scholars as a global shift toward 

contestation articulated through “culture” (aesthetic and symbolic forms), rather than 

through explicitly politicized, counter-hegemonic collective actions? Though this decade 

witnessed some of the most significant collective challenges to the hegemonic since the 

1960s Chicano movements, I nevertheless bore these important questions in mind by 

maintaining a close attention to the myriad, subtle ways in which Chicanismo might 

present in quotidian forms. In doing so, I aligned my investigation with Urrieta’s 

(2004:6) injunction that contemporary analysts “re/[think] activism and [focus] on 

locality and context,” looking for both overt and subtle manifestations of “activist” 

identities in Chicana/o youth in the U.S.-Mexico border city of Tucson. 

Grounded in a multi-year ethnography conducted with students at Montañita High 

School; with college-age student graduates of Montañita and other local high schools; 

and within the larger community; this research comprises interviews with youth, teachers, 

and adult mentors, as well as intensive participant observations across a span of nine 

years in a panoply of school and community sites. This research had two arms: to 

understand the continuing involvement of older (college-age) youth activists, and to 

understand the origins and corollaries of theirs and high-school age youths’ 

conscientización, including the ways in which these manifested (or did not) in social 

action. Among the questions with which I approached this research, then, were the 

following: In what ways are today’s youth consciously building on, and/or or 

unconsciously bearing out, the legacies of the founding Chicano movements? Are today’s 

student cohorts ways of organizing, advocating and acting organized and “performed” 

differently as often as they look similar to the 1960s movements? Do they articulate 
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different causes – or different permutations of the same causes – as their chosen battles 

and preoccupations? Have changes in the demographics and political situation of the 

population, including changes in the demographics and politics of the country at large – 

substantively changed the topics, forms, and/or timelines of Chicana/o youth activism? 

 

1.3  Defining “Activism” 

When I began conceptualizing this research, between 2004 and 2006, there had 

been very little broadly visible Chicano youth activism in the style of the late 1960s 

movements for almost forty years. Yet I could not believe that 21st century Mexican 

American youth – as been unfairly and incorrectly claimed of U.S. youth on the whole – 

were self-involved and politically apathetic. I wondered if the styles, modes, and topics of 

“activist” engagement had not simply changed. Coming back to Urrieta’s (2004:6) 

critique of the narrow vision of some contemporary scholars of Chicanismo, who, he 

claims, manifest a myopic nostalgia for the marches and sit-ins of the 1960s and 70s, I 

considered deeply the scholar’s question: “Why do we hold on to such notions of 

activism as the ‘real’ activism in Chicano/a folklore?” I took seriously Urrieta’s 

conclusion that, “by re/thinking activism and focusing on locality and context, new 

visions may be available and prospective challenges may be identified.” I thus wondered 

how we might begin to understand the Chicano movements’ legacies today in terms of 

youths’ dispositions and forms of engagement (if any) with social justice activism on the 

behalf of the Chicano “nation.”2 Where, how, and in relation to what did Chicano youth 

                                                 
2 I will discuss at length in Chapter Two the “nationhood” of Chicanas/os in the United States, constituted 
through the organizing principle of cultural nationalism and both a catalyst and product of the Chicano 
Movements as a project of Chicano self-determination and liberation. 
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activism, activist orientations, or collective action for social justice not formally defined 

as “activism” obtain? 

Early in the process of formulating these questions, I recognized that, in looking 

for new and perhaps newly subtle articulations of “activism,” I would have to both 

loosely define, and remain flexible about, what I would be considering “activism.” I 

began by exploring a semesters’ worth of fieldnotes that I had collected in the pilot 

semester of a participatory action research project in 2003. The Social Justice Education 

Project (SJEP), launched in 2003, had started with a three-semester critical action 

research program folded into preexisting Raza Studies curriculum at Montañita High 

School, and in the following years had expanded into four-semester programs at 

Montañita and Southwest High School. In examining my data from the pilot year of the 

SJEP, I was looking for what might be considered subtle origins or articulations of 

“activism,” including “activist” performance of identity or rhetorical orientation. I 

recalled the pilot-year students’ initial reticence to engage in explicit and public critiques 

of certain topics, and their later quickening into a collective of action for the cause of 

learning-disabled and emotionally-disabled students at Montañita High. I considered that 

perhaps this was what Chicana/o activism looked like at the turn of the 20th-21st century: 

small acts for social justice, grounded in local formations of carnalismo, and not always 

visible to the public eye, or to those who presume “activism” to occur within, or in 

relationship to, the formal political sphere. 

By the time I began new fieldwork in the fall of 2007, however, something radical 

had happened: just over a year prior, Montañita High School students had been among 

thousands in Tucson who had organized and carried out the first major collective youth 
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action in several decades – the April 2006 school walkouts, conducted in solidarity with 

students and adult allies across the country, in protest of federal immigration policy. 

Suddenly, in 2006, the “activism” of some youth had taken on the classical forms of the 

1960s-’70s Chicano and other student movements. Nonetheless, by the time of my re-

entry into Montañita in the fall of 2007, life had seemed to return to “normal” – students 

grappled with the curriculum and action components of Raza Studies and the SJEP in 

ways similar to the cohort of 2003-2004, while similarly complaining about unfeeling an 

uncaring teachers and noting the cultural bias and dehistoricization of typical curriculum. 

And similarly to the 2003-2004 cohort, these youth demonstrated varying forms and 

degrees of engagement with the social justice work. Urrieta’s (2004:5-6) flexible and 

sensitive approach to considering “Chicana/o conscious practice of activism in daily life” 

as 

“realized” awareness of knowing one’s ability to act critically upon the world 
with the understanding that there are structural and inherent contradictions that 
limit this social action 

 
continued to hold space for the individual and collective level enactments I was 

observing. 

In this second round of fieldwork in the school, then – between 2007 and 2009 – I 

was paying keen attention to what youth said and did around, (1) Explicit self-description 

as “activists,” or “organizers” – where these terms used? If so, when, where and with 

whom, in what contexts?; (2) When and if youth used “politicized” terms to implicitly 

convey activist orientations, for instance via discursive identity markers (e.g., terms of 

self-identification such as “Chicano,” “Xicano,” etc.) – where and when were these terms 

used; within what contexts, and exclusionary of which contexts?; (3) Topic selection and 
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discussion for their year-long social justice research projects; and (4) Intellectual, moral 

and/or emotional involvement in the content and process of this research, which was 

required by the format of the class to manifest in recommendations for “action” – 

whether in the realms of policy (recommendations), projects (proposed), or protest. 

My research question had a secondary component: I wanted to understand what 

relationship, if any, existed between “activist” involvement, or orientation, and schooling 

outcomes – defined as relative engagement with everyday classroom activities and 

extracurricular activities related to the in-school curriculum; as well as likelihood of 

matriculation to college or vocational education. I should note that this study did not 

measure cohort-level schooling attainment, including relative graduation and college 

matriculation rates. One such study was conducted between 2003-2005, and suggested a 

statistically significant correlation between involvement in Raza Studies coursework and 

high school graduation (cf. Cammarota 2007). Updated versions of this quantitative study 

are certainly needed, most significantly to address district- and state-level policy 

questions arising from political attacks on the Ethnic Studies curricula overall, of which 

Raza Studies (and, therefore, the SJEP) are a part. The long-term, qualitative approach of 

my study, however, enables a far broader and deeper degree of understanding about the 

individual and collective experiences that lead to critically conscious engagement with 

both in-school social justice orientated activities and extracurricular forms of action and 

activism. 

A subsidiary set of questions, then, involved the relationship of youth activism 

with education, a question and correlation as old as the Chicano movements themselves. 

Research to date has contributed important insights to our understanding of youth identity 
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and counter-hegemonic resistance, both personal and communal, and the varied effects of 

resistance on students’ schooling identities. Yet very little research to date – and none 

involving the broad and deeply contextualized ethnographic data gathering techniques of 

anthropology – had asked the question, “What are the relationships of various processes 

and manifestations of ‘activist’ identity in high-school and college-age youth with 

educational dispositions and outcomes, as well as with the school as site and subject of 

such ‘activisms’?” Solórzano and Delgado Bernal (2001) have importantly pointed out 

that, within the educational realm, research of youth “resistance” has consistently looked 

at oppressive structures, and particularly how youth resistance paradoxically reinforces 

those structures, rather than examining effective resistances that lead to social 

transformation. Additionally, Wright (2008:vi) has said that: 

YPAR... research has paid only limited attention to how young people understand 
their participation as decision-makers and leaders and which strategies youth 
perceive as supportive of their emergent leadership. 
 

The same can be said for the literatures of youth movements and youth activism, which 

largely feature meta-analyses of movements’ guiding paradigms or formative ideologies, 

and which at other times focus on the individual level by seeking to be prescriptive of 

particular youths’ probable adult involvement in formal and informal political sphere 

activities, and which only rarely examine the origins and enaction of activism at the 

individual level. 

In the pursuit of youths’ individual and communal stories, ideas, orientations, 

motivations, and self-definitions and projections of identity within the high school, thus, I 

turned an intent ear to daily classroom discussions. I listened deeply to both explicit 

stories and implicit metanarratives concerning curricular content and personal topics. I 
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observed student interactions, teacher-student interactions, and – occasionally – 

administrator-student interactions. I took note of who came to class, and who did not; and 

I noticed who became involved in extracurricular, class-related activities, and who did 

not. I listened as groups of students collectively built up and teased apart the social 

questions that would become the subject of their group projects, and watched the 

sometimes challenging, periodically painful, and always illuminating process of their 

collective inquiries and project development. I spoke extensively with students, their 

classroom teacher, and their SJEP-graduate classroom mentors in context-relevant, free-

form interviews, and conducted a smaller, intensive series of structured interviews with 

eight students. 

Upon the completion of my fieldwork in the spring semester of 2009, I spent a 

year considering my data. And then something extraordinary happened: again, Montañita 

students mobilized for massive public action. By the spring of 2010, hundreds of youth – 

most of them Mexican American – had carried out protests of proposed state legislative 

bill SB1070, 3 and had also begun to mobilize around something even closer to home – 

the proposed elimination of Raza Studies (and with it, the SJEP). For the second time in 

fewer than five years, Urrieta’s important injunctions of just a few years previous – on 

the importance of letting go of folkloric ideas of Chicano activism as comprising 

extremely public and explicitly political actions, became intriguingly dated (though, as I 

will argue extensively in this dissertation, no less important for our understanding of 

                                                 
3 SB1070, the so-called “Support our Law Enforcement and Safe Neighborhoods” act, was introduced into 
the Arizona Senate in 2009 by State Sen. Russell Pearce, and signed into law in 2010 by state Governor Jan 
Brewer. SB1070 makes it a state crime to not be in possession of legalization paperwork if stopped by the 
police, or border patrol, on any grounds. Individuals may be stopped and detained on “reasonable 
suspicion” of lack of citizenship paperwork, which manifests the closest legitimation of racial profiling by 
law enforcement officials the state has seen in modern times. 
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contemporary Chicano activism at large; especially as it is enacted in specific places). 

Between 2010 and 2011, students marched across Tucson; staged a 24-hour vigil outside 

of Tucson’s largest high school, Montaña Oscura High; traveled to Phoenix to protest 

outside of the state capitol building; participated in newly revived May Day marches; and 

engaged in numerous other forms of communal protest and counter-hegemonic action. 

Suddenly, there seemed to have coalesced in Tucson a youth movement very similar in 

form, character, and visibility to the movements of the 1960s-’70s. 

Demoralizingly, the political and social trends that appeared to be spurring youth 

action were also very similar to those of the founding Movement: differential police 

surveillance and apprehension of people of color, particularly youth; thinly veiled racisms 

in state and federal legislation; lack of Chicana/o representation on school boards; and 

sub-par schooling opportunities, experiences, and outcomes. This time, there were also 

newly iterated and intensified overtones of anti-immigrant sentiment in public and 

popular rhetoric. 

Even as I was still navigating my theoretical path through three-and-a-half 

semesters of in-school data, then – trying to understand the subtleties and complexities of 

“activism” within the school at large and a particular curriculum specifically, in an epoch 

bookended by two significant youth mobilizations but in itself not marked by such public 

actions – I began to explore this newly visible and militant movement. Early in 2011, I 

began to conduct participant observation at school board meetings – all of which in 2011, 

up to the time of this writing, have featured a strong student/youth presence, both as 

formal protestors and as critical observers. I also began to follow closely public 

discussions on the forms and catalysts of, as well as the dialogues within, current Tucson 
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youth activism through social media such as Facebook, and local blogs (web logs). I 

conducted a final round of lengthy, in-depth interviews with college-age youth involved 

in the movimiento during the summer of 2011. These were youth who self-identified as 

“organizers” or “activists,” and who had all been deeply involved in multiple instances 

and forms of youth action between 2010 and 2011. Among these youth was the young 

woman commonly agreed to be the figurehead of the 2006 Tucson high school walkouts, 

which – while a seemingly isolated event at the time – proved to have been an important 

spark for the later (2010-2011) youth actions. These final interviews were informed by, 

and ultimately benefitted greatly from, the depth of insight I had gained during the data-

consideration and early writing process of the previous year before their envisioning. 

Finally, in the course of my in-school fieldwork, there had emerged a significant 

theme of gender variability with regard to forms, modes, degrees and perceptions of 

engagement with various topics of social justice. This gender variability extended to the 

ideas and recommendations offered for remediation of the various social justice problems 

investigated by the youth. There was by no means a strict dichotomy of experience for 

young women and men within the classroom, but rather, gender articulated in complex 

and subtle ways with forms and styles of classroom participation in social justice 

curricula; with relative engagement in certain topics of classroom discussion; and with 

the topics chosen for classroom research – including the ultimate recommendations for 

larger projects or counter-hegemonic actions deriving from this research. When I 

conducted the continuing-activist interviews during the summer of 2011, gender became 

one of the most salient topics of discussion and critique. In these young women’s post-

high school involvement, gender continued to operate in subtle and complex ways; but it 
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also became, at times, a highly visible subject of critique and potent determinant of 

experience. Revilla (2004:82) has argued that, “while Chicana feminist scholars have 

often shared personal testimonios as activists in the Chicano and Chicana Movement... 

scarce empirical research has been conducted to document the experiences of collective 

groups of Chicana/Latina activists in student movements.” A significant portion of this 

dissertation aims to remediate such a significant analytical problem in our understanding 

of Chicana activism. 

Finally, in this final round of interviews with young women activists, a very small 

but moving subtheme caught my attention: the particular forms of activism and 

organizing of young activist mothers. In the latter years of my research, I had observed 

my own subjectivities shifting and expanding, as my identity evolved from 

“anthropologist” to “anthropologist-mother.” Without intent or particular ideology, I 

realized that I had simply begun noticing young mothers – observing from a more 

refined, and certainly in part more personal and vulnerable place, the ways in which 

young mother-activists were something beyond simply young women activists who 

happened to have children during their period of involvement. With this awareness, I 

came to recognize, and to inquire further into, how these young mothers’ particular forms 

of, and motivations and orientations toward, mobilizing for social justice action both 

reflected and informed their subjectivities as mothers – within, but also beyond, their 

subjectivities as women. 
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1.4  Introduction to the Literature  

 I draw in this dissertation principally on four sets of literature: (1) 

Anthropological theorizations of globalization, transnationalism, and the borderlands 

inform my fundamental questions about the contexts and formulations of Chicana/o 

collective identity, as well as the impetuses and formats for ensuing collective 

mobilizations; (2) Scholarly analyses of social movements – some arising from 

anthropology, and much from critical sociology – ground my understanding of both the 

original Chicano movements, with respect to whose legacy the work of contemporary 

Chicana/o youth activists is in dialogue, and inform my analyses of the organizing 

ideologies and strategies of contemporary movimiento iteration itself; (3) Anthropological 

and educational literatures of youth, schooling, and ideological production and 

reproduction – including the important, and responsive, literature of school-based 

resistances – grounds my in-school data as I consider the school as site of both material 

and symbolic hegemonic reproduction, as well as site of profound forms of resistance and 

contestation (dispositions from which even larger forms of collective subaltern action 

may arise); (4) Accounts of Chicana activist history and critique, contributed by Chicana 

scholar-activists from anthropology, sociology, and other social sciences, inform my 

analysis of the gendered and feminist themes arising from the activist dispositions and 

approaches, as well as broader identity narratives, of the young Chicanas of my 

ethnography. The first two of these bodies of literature – Globalization, Transnationalism, 

and Borderlands, and Social Movements – form my “literature review” chapter, Chapter 

Two. The third – Youth, Schooling and Ideological Production and Reproduction – is 

found in my delineation of the “site context” in Chapter Three. The fourth – Chicana 
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Activist History and Critique – is embedded in the introductory sections of Chapter Six, 

an ethnography chapter dedicated to a deep examination of gendered experiences, 

orientations, and critiques of Chicana youth activists in Tucson. 

 While the theoretical underpinnings, data collection approaches and techniques, 

and forms of data analysis and synthesis of this work are fundamentally anthropological, 

I draw on the aforementioned corollary literatures of critical sociology, education, and 

even cultural geography and others in select places because of their particular 

contributions to subjects under-theorized or under-explored in the anthropological record. 

Such omissions in the anthropological canon are at times puzzling, and anthropologist 

and social movement theorist Edelman (2001:286-287) has noted their particular 

significance in the scholarship of social movements: 

One of the most striking features of the collective action field is its continuing 
intellectual compartmentalization. Debates have tended to occur along parallel 
and disconnected tracks, reflecting different disciplinary personal networks and 
forms of socialization and inquiry and a major divide separating case study and 
grand theory practitioners. One recent effort at synthesis notes that scholars of 
revolutions, strikes, wars, social movements, ethnic mobilizations, 
democratization, and nationalism have paid little attention to each other's findings 
(McAdam et al. 2001) ... Despite frequent gestures toward transgressing academic 
boundaries (and notwithstanding occasional successes), anthropologists on the 
one hand and sociologists and political scientists on the other have had little 
impact on or awareness of each other's efforts to understand social movements. ... 
Moreover, apart from a few individuals in each group whose work genuinely 
engages historical documentation and scholarship, the vast literature by historians 
on collective action tends to be surprisingly underutilized. 
 

Scholarship even within some of these bodies of literature, further, demonstrates a 

startling lack of expansiveness and dialecticism. Research in the fields of educational 

anthropology and education, for instance, have contributed important insights to our 

understanding of youth identity and counter-hegemonic resistance, and the varied effects 

of resistance on students’ schooling identities. Yet the insights of social movements 
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theory regarding individuals’ consolidation into collectives of action are not explored. 

Similarly, literature on social movements tends to ignore the particular – often unique – 

mobilizations of youth, even while it could benefit from a quick glance at both the 

literatures of students’ in-school resistances and “global” youth cultures and employment 

of information technology. In bringing these – and other – bodies of literature into 

dialogue with each other, I seek to render with greater sophistication and depth the 

complexities and contours of my particular ethnographic site. 

 

1.5  Methodology of This Research 

This ethnography comprises semi- and un-structured interviews with students, 

teachers, and parents; and participant observation in both the SJEP/Raza Studies 

classroom and at school-related evening and weekend gatherings and events, as well as at 

numerous community sites. Participant observation and interviews were conducted over 

the course of eight years, between 2003 and 2011. While this study cannot be rightfully 

considered a longitudinal one, as most interviews and observations were conducted with 

subsequent cohorts of youth and young adults (as opposed to interviewing one cohort of 

individuals multiple times over the course of these eight years), it does have some 

methodologically longitudinal elements as one student was followed for the better part of 

these eight years, and two more were interviewed and observed in both 2007-2009 and in 

2011. Additionally, the length of time over which the study at large was carried out does 

lend it important and unique dimensions, not least of which is some insight into youths’ 

evolving responses to similarly evolving political-economic and related sociocultural 

forces. This latter dimension is discussed in the final part of this section, Notes on the 
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Political Timeline of This Study. First, though, I turn to an extended discussion of the 

three principal modes of data collection: interviews (formal and informal), participant 

observation within the school, and participant observation outside of the school. 

 

Interviews 

 During the school years 2006-2007 and 2007-2008, I spent two days a week in the 

classroom in each of two classes, for a total of four classes per week. Throughout the 

2006-2007 and 2007-2008 school years, I conducted dozens of informal interviews 

during normal class times and curriculum. Many of these interviews included multiple 

“interviewees,” and emerged organically out of student-group discussions (including the 

infrequent but periodic times in which I was called to help support a project group, 

usually by simulating their own brainstorming process; in these moments, I took special 

note of the ways in which youth prompted each other towards – or backed away from – 

increasingly incisive approaches and critiques in their own work). These unstructured 

interviews emerged routinely out of the context of long-term participant observation; thus 

– while I attempt to do so here – it is difficult to speak of the two research modalities as 

discrete. Additionally, I note again here that, during all of the phases in which I was an 

in-school researcher, I was also either a principal (in 2003) or supplemental (in 2007-

2009) project facilitator, and as such my presence in the classroom was never neutral. I 

was introduced to students in the 2007-2008 and 2008-2009 cohorts as a graduate student 

who was writing my dissertation on the Social Justice Education Project (as near as we 

approximated the topic to be, at the time), and as one of the graduate-student founders of 
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the SJEP itself.4 I was not presented as a neutral observer, thus, but as someone with a 

long-term analytical interest in, and personal commitment to, the project, as well as its 

host curriculum of Raza Studies. 

 Toward the end of my time in the classroom, in the spring semester of 2009, I 

conducted a series of longer, more formal, semi-structured interviews with eight youth – 

six girls, and two boys. The youth ranged in age between 17 and 18 years old, and were 

all high school seniors. These interviews explored student’s educational histories; family 

immigration, education, and employment histories; perceptions of the SJEP and Raza 

Studies curricula, and ideas and feelings regarding students’ own chosen topics of 

research within these curricula; students’ hopes for and perceptions of future educational 

and employment possibilities; language use; and a variety of other topics arising 

organically from each interview, and each student’s life history. These interviews were 

recorded in written notes only; all direct quotations used in this dissertation deriving from 

those interviews were confirmed by me, at the time, to be exact (via requests for students’ 

repetition of a word or phrase, when necessary; and notes to myself in the transcripts 

confirming their preciseness). The location of these interviews – in the boisterous, noisy 

classroom – simply disallowed my use of recording equipment. 

 At the end of my fieldwork, I studied the text of these interviews alongside my 

several years’ worth of fieldnotes, and developed a matrix of thematic codes that I 

applied to both sets of data (continuing to refine and revise the codes as I continued to 

pore over, and further understand, my data). These codes informed a new round of 

                                                 
4 Note that the classroom teacher, Mr. Clemente, introduced me in his own fashion; the only year in which I 
chose my “own” introduction to the class was in 2003, the first semester of the project with the first cohort. 
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research into the literature of youth, social movements, language, and Chicana/o history 

that I conducted between 2010 and 2011. 

 In 2011, responsive to dramatic shifts in both the iterations of collective social 

action in Tucson and the socio-political-economic developments to which they were 

responding, I conducted a new, and qualitatively, different round of interviews with six 

youth who I call herein “continuing activists.” These youth – five young women and one 

young man – had all been involved for at least several years (some, as long as six to eight 

years) with various groups and organizations oriented to Chicana/o social justice, or with 

in-school (secondary or college-level) programs, clubs and curricula of Raza Studies. The 

youth of this cohort ranged in age between 20 and 28 years old. These interviews 

included the youth activists’ life histories and familial and ancestral patterns of 

immigration, along with all of the other lines of questioning of the in-school interviews; 

but they also turned to a deeper exploration of why and how these continuing activists 

had originally become concerned about the social issues of their activism; how and why 

they had originally become involved in some sort of individual or collective action; who 

they considered their peers, social networks, and communities to be; what they 

envisioned their future involvement – and its purpose – to look like; what were the 

personal and collective goals of their work, both immediate and long-term; how their 

various intersecting subjectivities (including gender) and social roles (including, in some 

cases, motherhood) reciprocally influenced and derived from their activism; and a host of 

other, organically emergent, realms of inquiry. 

While the continuing-activist interviews were originally intended as an appendage 

to the larger, in-school data set of my study – a brief investigative response to the striking 
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new enactments of “youth activism” in Tucson – these extraordinarily rich and complex 

interviews (averaging 2 ½ - 3 ½ hours in length, each) echoed back to me some of the 

incipient analyses of my three years’ worth of in-school data, and enabled me to develop 

and offer theorizations and conclusions about the nature of local youth activism that I feel 

quite certain would not otherwise have been possible. In particular, these interviews 

vastly expanded my understanding of the gendered disparities and critiques still inherent 

to today’s Chicano Movement, and to the ways in which historical and endemic gender 

problematics find their particular local and contemporary manifestations, specifically. 

They also allowed me a number of concluding insights into the corollaries of long-term 

activist engagement, both external and internal to individuals and collectives. Most 

movingly, these final interviews revealed to me a subset of the larger population, 

“Chicana/o youth activists,” that comprised young mother-activists, whose particular 

activist orientations forms of activism I could not have anticipated, and whose unique and 

profound forms of engagement represent – I argue – one of the most poignant and 

promising vanguards of the larger Movement. 

 These interviews were conducted at the location of students’ choosing – often in 

cafés, sometimes on the campus of the University of Arizona (also located in Tucson), 

and most frequently on the patio behind a local feminist-revolutionary combination 

bookshop/coffee house. Though I already knew or had heard of most of these youth, 

between my prior investigations in the school and my involvement in various community 

events and social justice actions, I nevertheless employed the snowball sampling method. 

That is, subsequent to my first interview in this new round – with Kali – I followed her 

advisement about who to next contact. I asked each of the following several interviewees 
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who they would recommend I interview, and all of the eventual interviewees had been 

mentioned by at least one other person. I followed this method as much to explore who 

these students thought were the other leaders and highly involved members of Tucson’s 

movimiento as to obtain interviews/ interviewees. 

 

Participant Observation in the School 

 Within the eight years over which my research was spread out, I engaged in 

participant observation – sometimes planned, sometimes spontaneous – in multiple sites 

and times. In this section, I discuss participant observation conducted within and of the 

school – both during school hours and in after-school or weekend school-related events. 

In the following section, I discuss participant observation conducted in the larger 

community – including at school board meetings and public protests. 

As a research assistant helping to develop and implement the SJEP curriculum 

during its initial, or pilot, semester (in the spring of 2003), I was in the SJEP/ Raza 

Studies classroom twice a week between January and May, and often at after-school 

student-group work sessions as well. While my function at that time was as a curriculum 

developer, classroom mentor, and curriculum analyst – with no intent, at that time, to 

make the SJEP the site or subject of my later dissertation fieldwork – I wrote fieldnotes 

after each segment spent in the classroom, and these fieldnotes were shared and vetted 

with the SJEP director/ Principal Investigator (Dr. Julio Cammarota) and five other 

graduate students helping to implement the pilot program. During this first semester, I 

also gave the SJEP students trainings on anthropological participant observation, data 

collection (“field research”), and fieldnote writing. Among other curricular segments that 
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I developed and moderated, I facilitated students in a class discussion on white privilege 

and the concept of Whiteness, including a component during which we collectively 

scrutinized my own White privilege, and sought to unearth other categories of privilege 

and oppression. At the end of the first semester, I developed survey instruments to gauge 

initial effects of the SJEP curriculum. 

In the first semester of the SJEP, I also co-planned and attended the first two 

student/ parent/ university team “encuentros”: an off-campus carne asada (barbecue), 

and later on-campus lasagna dinner. The inspiration for the latter encuentro was parents’ 

increasing concerns, over the course of the semester, about the “radical” ideas that their 

children were bringing home. Over time, these encuentros have become a fundamental 

component of the SJEP’s solidarity- and coalition-building in the larger community. I 

also attended and observed the first weeks of the SJEP’s first summer program, in the 

summer of 2003, throughout the course of which students produced the first SJEP 

documentary, Questions for Answers. I remained an advisor to the project at Montañita in 

the fall of 2003, during which time I also spent several weeks in the Raza Studies 

classroom of another Tucson Unified School District school, Barrio High, to come to 

understand the sociocultural particularities of that site for potential future expansion of 

the SJEP. 

In 2004, I traveled with two of the 2003-2004 Montañita SJEP cohort’s students 

to the Society for Applied Anthropology meetings in Dallas, Texas, where we presented 

papers co-authored with a number of other SJEP students and faculty project mentors. 

This was perhaps the most intensive participant observation I had conducted to date, as I 

spent the better part of 48 hours with these two young women – and just days, moreover, 
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before their senior prom. I have repeatedly, since this time, felt chagrined that I did not 

recognize these days for their ethnographic richness, taking down no notes on our 

presentation-preparation conversations, city ramblings, and more personal, vulnerable, 

and thus poignant, chats over pre-prom pedicures. In 2005, I re-engaged with the SJEP 

when asked to help edit and format the students’ final newsletter. Though my 

involvement was brief, my back-and-forth communications with the students, and with 

the content of the newsletter and their larger group project conclusions, provided me a bit 

of timely insight. 

 I returned to the SJEP classroom at Montañita High School formally in the fall 

semester of 2007, and spent four class periods there weekly (two classes, two days a 

week) until May of 2008, and again from August 2008 though January 2009. During this 

time, I observed both the junior-level History course and the senior-level U.S. 

Government course, the two-year curriculum over which the curriculum of the SJEP 

came to be spread out subsequent to its pilot years. Although still in a principally 

observation and research capacity in the classroom during this period, in the spring 

semester of 2008 I became quite involved in the group project of four young male 

students, who (along with classroom teacher Mr. Clemente) had asked me for some 

support and guidance as they struggled with the “fieldwork” portion of their project. 

Upon completing their fieldwork, I organized and accompanied them to present their 

research and policy suggestions at an adult education class at the local community 

college. While my interviews both within the school and with continuing activists beyond 

the school happened to comprise a preponderance of women, I consider this intensive 

classroom time spent with the all-male group to have provided me a glimmer of insight – 
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not expanded on here, but an important component of future fieldwork – on male’s 

sometimes-particular orientations to social justice work in and of the school. A similar, 

previous, experience in the summer of 2003, during which I co-accompanied two young 

men from the SJEP to present their group’s work at the Universidad de Puerto Rico–

Cayey lent some similar insights. Participant observation during 2007-2009, finally, also 

included attendance at an evening student-parent-university team encuentro. 

 Finally, in what was intended to be an unrelated capacity, I volunteered as a yoga 

teacher biweekly, during a gym class, during the spring semester of 2006 and throughout 

the following school year, 2006-2007. My experience teaching yoga to the girls during 

their gym period was intended wholly as a service, not as a component of my research. 

Nonetheless, this time teaching yoga at Montañita kept me connected in to the social life 

of the school – even (and maybe most importantly) when I was not conducting formal 

research. 

 

Participant Observation in the Community 

 In the final year of my fieldwork, as I was writing this dissertation (2010-2011), 

the pace and intensity of youth activism in the broader Tucson community intensified, 

following political events that will be detailed at more length at the conclusion of this 

section, and taken up again in Chapter Six. Virtually all of these organized and 

impromptu actions related to the schools and schooling of Latino and other youth of color 

in Tucson, and I thus found myself conducting observation within and outside of Tucson 

Unified School District board meetings, as well as at other public protests and organized 

actions. In these contexts, I was equally a researcher of and ally to the youth activists, 
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who were being vigorously attacked and de-legitimized by both formal institutions – the 

school board, the State Superintendent of Public Instruction, and state legislators; and by 

the purveyors of popular rhetoric – television news reports, newspaper articles and op-ed 

pieces, and the like. In these very “engaged” instances of participant observation, I spoke 

with students and other young people, parents of self-defined activists, and other adult 

allies. I followed newspaper, web blog (blog), and television accounts of youth actions 

and collaborations. Throughout the duration of this writing, I continued to follow the 

oftentimes impassioned, sometimes frustrated and demoralized, and always enlightening 

youth-activism related dialogues of youth and adult activists with whom I had personal 

(and personal, social media) relationships. 

 

1.6  Notes on the Political Timeline of This Study 

 While this study cannot be considered a longitudinal one per se, as interviews and 

observations were conducted with subsequent cohorts of youth and young adults, versus 

interviewing one cohort of individuals multiple times over the course of these eight years, 

the length of time that this study spanned does lend it some important and unique 

dimensions. Most significant of these is the unique contextualization of the field site in 

complex and evolving local and larger political-economic dynamics over the course of a 

near-decade. This time happened to be, both politically and economically – and in the 

articulation of the two – one of unprecedented shifts, with significant reverberations into 

the sociocultural dynamics of this border locale. 

 In brief, during the eight-year span over which I conducted research at Montañita, 

on the national level occurred a war; a long economic decline punctuated by a series of 
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immediate crises in U.S. and world markets; and the (more hopeful, in counterpoint) 

election of the first person of color, Barack Obama, to the U.S. Presidency. In the U.S.-

Mexico border context, these eight years witnessed the ascension of Felipe Calderón to 

the Mexican presidency, with an ensuing crackdown on drug cartels that produced the 

most rapid and intense ramp-up of drug violence ever seen in the border region. The 

border region was further marked by the disintegration of its manufacturing 

(maquiladora/ maquila) industry when transnational corporations began to move their 

productions to other global locations in pursuit of cheaper labor. 

We will see later that these political and economic developments were relevant to 

the experience of Tucson youth in a number of ways, not least of which was in the 

renewed movement of immigrants across the border into Arizona in response to the 

violence and economic depredation of the northern border region of Mexico that 

prompted both extreme anti-border crossing sentiment and measures, and the only 

slightly less extreme development of a vitriolic nativist public rhetoric, in dialogue with 

which youth in Tucson were forming student and citizen identities. Equally insidiously, 

this time was also marked by, from a structural standpoint, legislative attacks on, first (a) 

bilingual education (in 2003-2004); then, (b) the basic protections afforded to students 

within schools, when the passing of SB 1070 resulted in the arrest and deportation of a 

Mexican youth in a TUSD high school in 2008; and, finally, (c) a targeted attack on Raza 

Studies, via all Ethnic Studies programming, within the Tucson Unified School District in 

2010-2011. I conclude this section with an extended quotation from MacDonald, Botti 

and Clark (2007:476), which cogently summarizes this period of 2003-2011, and their 

juxtaposition to preceding decades, for U.S. Latinas/os: 
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By the 1980s, optimism reigned within Latino circles as college attendance rates 
soared and high school dropout rates decreased (Baker & Velez, 1996; Olivas, 
1986). A generation of first-time college and graduate school attendees began to 
establish themselves as academics, while Latinos entered the fields of social 
work, law, and other professions in unprecedented numbers (Cuádraz, 1999). This 
Latino presence in the halls of academe helped foster permanent changes in the 
curricula, demographic makeup, and faculty at U.S. institutions of higher 
education ... By 2000, however, the sanguinity of past decades had subsided. 
Latinos endured a series of backlashes during the 1990s on several fronts, 
including education. This backlash was intensified by the results of the 2000 
Census, which revealed soaring immigration rates among Latinos. By the turn of 
the century, Latinos had been labeled as the country’s greatest demographic, 
economic, social, and political “challenge” (Huntington, 2004; Santa Ana, 2002). 
This “challenge” often expressed itself in contradictory terms: Latinos were 
alternatively derided as illegal aliens who siphoned off the nation’s resources, 
while at the same time they earned praise for possessing a strong work ethic and 
contributing to a robust economy. Such ambiguity also characterized the Latino 
presence in higher education, which found itself bound up in debates over identity 
construction, curriculum content, financial support, generational progress, and 
retention rates. 
 

 

1.7  Researching and Writing in the “Borderlands” 

This is a study that takes place in the borderlands – between countries, between 

economies, and between and among nations and cultures. The way in which I approach 

the writing of this dissertation, too, understands the topics of this research to be 

interrelated, oft-indivisible, and always mutually constitutive. Within the text of this 

dissertation, I take seriously Anzaldúa’s (1990: xxv-xxvi) injunction that, 

Necesitamos teorías [we need theories] that will rewrite history using race, class, 
gender and ethnicity as categories of analysis, theories that cross borders, that blur 
boundaries – new kinds of theories with new theorizing methods…We are 
articulating new positions in the “in-between,” Borderland worlds of ethnic 
communities and academies… 
 

In this dissertation, I am fortunate to build on the work of many who have already begun 

the task of “rewriting” Chicana/o history and experience, generally understood. But the 

contribution that I seek to make is one direly needed on both the academic and ethical 
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levels: the documentation of a youthful population “in-between” geo-political borders, 

nations and nationalisms, political-economic eras, and evolving understandings and 

embodiments of “ethnicity,” race” and other, articulated subjectivities, speaking back to 

power. The youth of my ethnography share a distinct socio-political-economic moment in 

the equally distinct space of the U.S.-Mexico border, and their pathways toward and 

through critical social consciousnesses, we well as the collective responses born from this 

dawning of individual and collective conscientización, must be understood as occurring 

in the nexus of “race, class, gender .. ethnicity.” In both this and their sharing of the “in-

between” geographic lifeworlds of the border dweller, they are rendered liminal, 

marginal – “betwixt and between” (Turner 1969). I therefore commit myself here to a 

writing and theorizing of, and from, the “in-between.” 

In writing of the in-between, I consider, in Chapter Four, the frontiers of 

consciousness across which pass youth in the process of conscientización, and consider 

as well the flux that characterized virtually all continuing-activist youths’ self-

identifications as “activist,” “organizer,” and “educator.” In Chapter Five, I highlight the 

sometimes startling ways in which youth claimed multiple vocabularies in their self-

identification and self-naming practices, some of which  appeared to be mutually 

exclusive or incompatible, yet were interwoven by youth in personal webs of meaning-

making and meaning-conveyance. In Chapter Six, I write of the movement of young 

women back and forth across borders and “boundaries” of Chicana female-ness and 

female activism; and in Chapter Seven, I document the refusal of continuing activist 

youth to delimit their “activism” in definition or practice, insisting on its fluid and 

expansive nature. 
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The research methods with which I collected data for this research are, too – as 

discussed in the previous, methodology, section – attentive to Anzaldúa’s call for theories 

and theorists who “articulate new positions in the ‘in-between’... [of] Borderland worlds 

and academies.” Both the modes of collection and presentation of these data will, I hope, 

be seen as responsive to the injunction that we write not only of, but from, the in-

between. As anthropologists – particularly anthropologists who work within our own 

home countries, cities, neighborhoods and organizations, and who feel ethically 

committed to the subjects of our research – these “in-between” spaces are often 

encountered on the border between anthropologist-as-neutral-observer and 

anthropologist-as-engaged-actor. In the following parts of this section, I briefly reflect on 

these twin elements in my own research. 

 

1.8  “Engaged” Anthropology and Anthropology “at Home” 

 As an anthropological study, this research was conducted over many years in 

multiple arenas of interaction within one community, via the classic anthropological 

methodologies of participant observation and formal and informal interviews. In some 

fundamental ways, however, this study has challenged traditional approaches to both site 

selection and methodology in anthropological fieldwork. In this section, I will briefly 

discuss the elements that made this study at times “unconventional”, and the precedents 

upon which such border-blurring studies are built; and will explore the potential that I 

believe such “unconventional” approaches have for evolving anthropology to more 

effectively address the similarly evolving social situations (many attributable to 

globalization and transnationalism, of which more will be said in the following chapter).  
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My insertion into research of the SJEP as both context and generator of “activist”-

oriented youth was a somewhat unorthodox one in the terms of classical anthropology, as 

my involvement as a project planner and mentor of the SJEP began long before the 

project itself became both inspiration for and site of my dissertation fieldwork. Later, my 

involvement in the study of student/ youth activism, more broadly conceived, included 

attendance at public meetings and organized actions that was equal parts research and 

solidarity. Yet this engagement with both the academic and the political is not at all 

uncommon in other fields of youth education research. In fact, this evolution – of 

“engaged” or “applied” work into a critical research project – characterizes much school-

based and other educational research. It is what Freire called praxis – the pairing of 

transformative and liberatory action with research and analysis; or, as Lopez (2008:x) 

quite elegantly puts it, research within which “the researched and the researcher [are] 

working in solidarity to emancipate and transform the community.” 

Indeed, one can convincingly argue that anthropology itself – beyond even its 

subfield, the anthropology of education (which one might call a hybrid of educational 

research with anthropological field methods and analysis) – is becoming increasingly 

characterized by “engaged,” or “applied” anthropology. Similarly, like educational 

anthropology, more research across subdisciplines is occurring “at home,” where 

anthropologists are obligated to not only recognize, document, and describe the interplays 

of politics and power, but – as fellow nationals and citizens – to engage actively with 

them. Tucson native and luminary Chicano anthropologist Renato Rosaldo5 (1993) wrote 

extensively of the late-20th century imperative of dissolving borders of “home” and 

                                                 
5 Rosaldo also shares an alma mater with several of the youth activists of this study, the high school herein 
designated “Montaña Oscura High School.” 
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“field” and the “personal” and the “professional/anthropological” in ethnographic work ; 

and Rosaldo’s work implicitly questioned the similar borders between “research” and 

“action.” Rosaldo also wrote poignantly of the complications inherent to doing fieldwork 

when one’s one identity is rendered both “self” and “other” in his own country, an 

acknowledgement that resonated with my own self-identification in ways that I will 

narrate in the following section. Ultimately, in the particular context of this 

ethnography’s work, I am in hopeful agreement with Maskovsky (2009:7), who opines, 

“I think much can be learned by providing detailed ethnographic accounts of U.S.  

imperialism’s instabilities, limits, complexities, and contradictions at home.” 

 

1.9  Of Ex-patriots and Transnationals: My Story 

Life in the limins of national identity is deeply familiar to me, as I grew up the 

child of a federal employee, my family diplomatic nomads. Which each new assignment, 

every two or three years, I left all that was familiar – schools, friends; the social and 

natural landscapes with which I’d grown intimate – to be immersed in a wholly new and 

strange place. My late-childhood rambles in the jungle around our home in Okinawa, 

Japan, gave way to negotiation of an urban bus system near Bonn, Germany; and – the 

most revered and anticipated move, the final one – a return to the U.S. as I entered my 

teenage years. Though each of the moves we had made since I was a toddler were 

challenging, each one tearing at the fabric of my fragilely constructed “cultural” identity, 

none had the absolute rending, dislocating force of my return to the United States. 

Children of United States expatriates, I can anecdotally say, have inevitably 

complex and fluidly constructed senses of “national” and place-based identity of U.S. 
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youth. Developing a sense of “self,” and understanding this self in relation to an “other,” 

is exceedingly complicated when one regularly becomes the “other” via insertion into a 

wholly new social and cultural environment, while still retaining some of the symbolic 

and actual privileges of American-ness. In the absence of an everyday experience of 

one’s “homeland” during the time when a sense of collective “cultural” or “national” 

identity is developing alongside individual identity, certain symbolic elements of cultural 

or national identity become iconic, and possessively clung to as markers of cultural and 

national belonging. Among my peers, U.S. popular culture was sacrosanct – access to 

television shows and movies was hungrily anticipated. But its impact was always 

mitigated by the extraordinarily long time it took for popular media to travel across the 

world and through channels of U.S. military “processing,” prior to the internet and world 

wide web. When I returned to the United States at the age of thirteen, therefore – wholly 

unfamiliar with contemporary popular culture – I became immediately a “stranger at 

home” among my eight-grade cohorts. My eagerly awaited sense of “coming home” had 

vanished before it could materialize; the sense of cultural and national belonging that I 

had so long imagined, like my youthful ex-patriot peers – and is similarly dreamed of, I 

imagine, by today’s immigrant and transnational youth – remained out of reach.  

Displaced and alienated  “at home” in the United States, it would be many years before I 

would feel, for the first time in my life, authentically “American.” 

When I arrived in Tucson in 1999 to begin my graduate studies in anthropology at 

the University of Arizona, I quickly became involved in fieldwork based in Louisiana. 

Even as I was pondering issues of youth opportunity and identity in a little Bayou town – 

and back at the university becoming deeply involved in coursework on race, class, power 
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and privilege, globally articulated – events were unfolding in larger Tucson that would 

quicken my analytical attention and my human commitment to that taken-for-granted 

place right where I was. Simultaneously, my own, paradoxical sense of groundlessness in 

this new city and region that I called home moved me to begin volunteer work at a small, 

emergent nonprofit organization that trained underprivileged youth to find and document 

the stories of their families, neighborhoods, and communities. In this way, I began to 

learn the history(ies) of Tucson from the “inside out.” Without a trace of sentimentality 

or romanticism, I can say that it was through these youths’ eyes that I fell in love with 

Tucson – with all of its challenges, inconsistencies, and complications. 

Ultimately, the fieldwork upon which this dissertation is based reverberated 

through every layer of my lifeworld, and brought me into deeper connection with this 

place – this geopolitical and cultural border – that in so many ways reflects the liminal 

elements of my own formative years. It is a fitting irony that the last place I would ever 

have imagined to conduct my dissertation project was “at home” in the United States – 

precisely because the U.S. never has felt exactly like home to me. In so many ways, the 

U.S. remains subtly foreign to me, my own life history complicating both my own, 

personal understanding of “home,” and confronting larger anthropological presumptions 

about the practice of “anthropology at home” as well. In addition to its other intended 

contributions, then, I hope that, in the end, this dissertation will illustrate some of both 

the challenges and extraordinary opportunities – even, at times, moral imperatives – of 

conducting anthropology “at home.” 
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1.10  Layout of Chapters 

 This chapter, Chapter One, has served as an introduction to the study’s questions, 

political and theoretical backgrounds, and methodologies. In Chapter Two, I review the 

intellectual foundations of this study’s driving questions, and the places in which it seeks 

to begin to build a framework for new ways of understanding activism, ethnic-

orientation, and Chicanismo in a contemporary population of Mexican American youth. 

Chapter Three presents the “site context” of this ethnography, as it situates the study in 

the history and most important theorizations of the school as site – of both research, and 

of national reproduction. In this chapter, I also render a portrait of the school fieldsite of 

this study, Montañita High School (the larger fieldsite of urban Tucson has been sketched 

in this chapter, and receives additional attention in Chapter Two). 

In Chapters Four, Five, and Six, I present the data of this ethnography. Chapter 

Four explores the varied origins, manifestations, and perceptions of both Chicana/o social 

justice activism and its genitors, as relayed through interviews, observations, and 

conversations spanning eight years of intermittent ethnography. In this chapter, I explore 

processes and pathways of youth through Freire’s conscientización (the development of 

critical consciousness, with an attendant commitment to self- and peer-liberation) and 

towards individual and collective actions for the public good. In the context of my 

school-based data from the Raza Studies classroom of Tucson’s Montañita High, I argue 

that felt senses of integration into a collective – in which students held common values 

and beliefs, and faced common challenges – was a critical, quickening factor in such 

mobilizations, and describe how such integration occurred. In subsequent sections I 

explore the reasons and rationales of older, “continuing activist” youth involved in social 
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justice action and collectives. I explore their retrospective narratives of conscientización, 

considering the ways in which these narratives converged or diverged with the school-

based paths of conscientización I had witnessed within the Montañita classroom, and 

investigate youths’ self-explained motivations for continued involvement, as well as the 

challenges they encounter and navigate therein. In the first of the two principle sections 

of Chapter Five, The Language of Activism, I consider the reciprocal significance of 

forms of language usage and self-naming practices for youths’ orientations to, and 

expressions or performances of, social justice activism. In the second section, Revisiting 

Transformative Resistance: Youth, Activism and Schooling, I build from the experiences 

of this ethnography’s youth to consider the import of activism, variously conceived and 

enacted, for student educational dispositions, opportunities, and outcomes. 

In Chapter Six, I respond to the repeated emergence of gender as a variable in 

Chicanas’ forms and processes of conscientización, and modes of engagement with styles 

and individual and collective articulations of “activism”,6 as well. I begin the chapter by 

delineating the particular history of Chicana experience and involvement in the founding 

Chicano movements, and examine the many ensuing considerations and critiques of the 

movements articulated by Chicana scholar-activists – including, notably, some forceful 

renunciations of cultural nationalism for its elision of not only gender, but other 

categories of experience and identity as well. Here, I make a brief foray into the literature 

of community organizing, which has done a somewhat better job of acknowledging the 

breadth and, oft times, invisibility of much women’s social movement and community 

organizing labor, but which invites its own critiques. Following that, I explore in depth 

                                                 
6 I place “activism” in quotation marks here because, integral to one of these gendered critiques, is the 
sense that “activism” as called such is often “showy,” and even at times “masculinist,” versus other 
manifestations of social justice action that are not labeled “activist.” 
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gender-specific observations from my time in the classroom and in the narratives of the 

continuing activist young women. I draw some comprehensive conclusions on the ways 

in which challenges to women’s participation in today’s Chicanismo in Tucson are 

startlingly resonant of the ideological and practical challenges that confronted the women 

of the founding Movement, and also point to some hopeful emergent observations on the 

unique and newly iterated potential of 21st century Chicana forms of engagement and 

action. 

In Chapter Seven, finally, I draw together the themes of my analysis on youth 

identity, education, and subjectivity(ies); processes of conscientización and politicization; 

local political economy and place; and broader globalizing and transnational forces; to 

consider some integrative conclusions on Chicanismo in the “new” generation of youth in 

Tucson. In moving toward these meta-analyses, in turn, a number of significances for 

Chicana/o youth movements more broadly in the United States become evident, and – 

while it has not been my intention in this dissertation to provide a predictive approach to 

future possibilities for the Movement – I do offer several commentaries in this regard. I 

also draw analysis back to the individual level in an evaluation of individual corollaries 

of continued involvement in activist projects, documenting some inspiring new practices 

of private life/ public life and mind/body integration that deepen and sustain continuing 

activists’ commitment, and offer some considerations, in this regard, in relation to the 

constant specter of “burnout” that characterizes activist projects and organizations. 

Before concluding, I dedicate some space to a consideration of Tucson’s contemporary 

Chicana/o youth movement in the context of the striking current moment in local, 

national, and global history, one which is marked by global youth movements of possibly 
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unprecedented breadth and force. These youth movements have been, in themselves, 

catalyzed by many of the same political-economic and globalizing forces that gave rise to 

the local subjects of Tucson youth activism, and may herald a new era in broad-scale 

contestations of globalization and late capitalism. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

CULTURE, AGENCY, AND COLLECTIVE MOBILIZATION 
IN THE BORDERLANDS: GLOBALIZATION, TRANSNATIONALISM AND 

SOCIAL MOVEMENTS ON THE U.S.-MEXICO BORDER 
 
 
2.1  Introduction 
 
 In this chapter, I build the foundation of a geopolitical and historically grounded 

understanding of twenty-first century Mexican American youth organizing and action in 

Tucson. To craft an anthropological understanding of incipient and actualized 

mobilizations toward social justice – including their generative ideologies and the 

reciprocal claims, concerns, and social critiques of their participants – the analyst must 

not only recognize such mobilizations’ origins and referents in other movements, but also 

in the broader, multiply figured contexts of political-economic struggle, challenge, and 

response of the region. In the first part of this chapter, I move into the deep political 

economy of the U.S.-Mexico border region of southern Arizona, which some have argued 

was not only transfigured at the turn of the twenty-first century, by globalizing forces, but 

in fact was originally figured as a geopolitical region by its economic and sociocultural 

relationships across the border. As border theorists have argued (i.e., Vélez-Ibáñez and 

Greenberg 1992), Mexican American “ethnicity” itself was figured and refigured in this 

border region, through successive modes of capitalism and insertions (and withdrawals) 

of globalized forms of capital. 

In this analysis, I highlight theoretical debates about the relative freedom and 

ability of individual actors and collectives to challenge hegemonic forms and their 

beneficiaries in the present era of late capitalism, globalization, and expanding 

transnationalism of both capital and peoples. Though Mexican Americans are not 
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traditionally conceived of as transnationals (to the extent that, for instance, Caribbean 

nationals living in the United States are – emblemizing the bi-directional, “transnational” 

flows of peoples and remittances between home and receiving countries) I suggest that, 

for multiple reasons, Mexican Americans on the U.S.-Mexico border are best understood 

as an inherently transnational population. My analysis will expand on three major 

components of this argument: 

(1) For the longstanding Mexican-descent and indigenous populations of this 

border region, the “flux” characteristic of transnational flows occurred through the geo-

political flux of nation-state borders that encompassed or crossed them in a dance of land 

and local resource appropriation in the mid- and late-19th century. Because this regional 

community of Mexican-ness was divided into the populations of two separate nation-

states by the Gadsden Purchase, those residing in the region – often with no migratory 

movement of their own – were rendered some of the continent’s first transnationals. 

Many of this region’s U.S.-Mexicans, including the majority of the youth of this study, 

have families spread across either side of the border, and remittances and return visits to 

family are common.7 In addition to this, the forced repatriation programs of the 1920s 

and ’30s returned large numbers of U.S. dwelling individuals of Mexican descent (some 

of very long standing in the United States) to Mexico, rendering their future U.S.-

dwelling descendents a paradoxical mix of ancestral U.S. belonging and more recent 

immigration status. 

                                                 
7 Note that, while individuals on both sides of the border in this region would, in this formulation, be 
considered transnationals, those with Mexican citizenship seeking to enter the United States encounter 
significantly more obstacles due to U.S. border and immigration policy. Thus, the concept is more useful 
when applied to U.S.-dwelling individuals of longstanding familial residence in the region, whose 
circuitous movement is more readily and easily achieved. 
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(2) A significant number of Mexicans and Mexican Americans more newly 

residing on both sides of the border arrived in this region – whether on the U.S. or 

Mexico side – following migration circuits generated by insertions of transnational 

capital into the border region – namely, the construction and staffing of maquiladoras, 

transnational commodity production facilities. These immigrations have similarly 

occurred in dialogue with, and sometimes patently in response to, the political-economic 

and social ramifications of globalizing legislation such as NAFTA. The intimate 

correlation of these immigration paths, whether internal or cross-border, with 

transnational flows of capitol and regulation, holds part of the key to understanding the 

collective identity formation of U.S. Mexicans, and their ensuing collective formations 

for recognition, validation, and inclusion in the symbolic and material provisions of the 

U.S. nation-state. 

Finally, then: (3) Chicana/o cultural nationalism – the constellation of symbolic 

and material practices that aggregate U.S.-Mexicans into a common, U.S.-based, and 

explicitly politicized “nationality” – must be understood, as it obtains along the U.S.-

Mexico border, in relationship to the inherent and multilayered transnationalism of border 

life. I will argue that, while cultural nationalism was the fundamental organizing principle 

of the founding Chicano movements of the 1960s, the uses and terms of its employment 

have evolved, in this particular region, alongside small-scale sociocultural shifts and 

large-scale political-economic shifts in the region. Ultimately, this latter point brings me 

to an important argument: In this examination of the broad, complexly rendered forces of 

globalization, including the transnationalism of capital and populations, we must remain 

– I contend – vigilant to the critical importance of, (1) local histories of immigration and 
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population shift; (2) local cultural elements’ interplay with local and larger political 

economy(ies) – particularly across time and in response to political ideologies; (3) the 

local discourses and institutions that shape and perpetuate hegemonies; and (4) the 

subaltern resistances that are born within these assemblages of repressive and coercive 

forces. An analysis of globalization’s influence in local places must be accomplished via 

a thorough consideration of the intersections of subjectivity and suppression in these local 

places; narratives of power and exploitation must be revealed alongside their subaltern 

contestations. 

In the final sections of this chapter, I turn to the history of the Chicano 

movements in Tucson, focusing particularly on historical youth activism for educational 

equity for Mexican American youth. While Arizona, and Tucson particularly, have rarely 

been considered as significant as Texas and California in terms of their overall 

contributions to the historical Chicana/o movements, a critical approach to the 

historiography of the region reveals the multiplicity of forms of organizing and action 

that occurred during and prior to the 1960s in the region, and illuminates the local and 

broader significance of such organizing and action on behalf of Mexican American 

youth. 

  

2.2  The Global and the Local at the Dawn of the 21st Century 
  

Attempts to theorize the social transformations attendant to rapid global economic 

change over the past several decades have displayed a range of ideas regarding how such 

change is occurring and, implicated in this, what the import is for national, migrant, and 

transnational populations. Perhaps the most visible division has been between those 
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scholars heralding a fundamentally new era of economic and social relations in the 

current, “postmodern” period that is liberatory in its potential for the re-envisioning and 

re-constitution of self and culture, versus those identifying the current period of 

globalization as not only linked to earlier eras of capitalist relations of production but also 

fundamentally characterized by the ongoing reproduction of (oppressive) relations of 

production. These generally opposing viewpoints are often identified as the postmodern 

(as the former) or the Marxist, political-economic (the latter). 

In reality, however – while these characterizations are useful as heuristic devices 

for understanding the poles of the debate – the dialogue on globalization and 

transnationalism in its current evolution is one more prismatic and multivocal. The 

following will outline the parameters of the debate regarding how the rapid global 

restructuring of the past several decades should be theorized; will engage the principal 

critiques of both sides; and will then turn to a discussion of the ways in which the most 

complex and sophisticated theorizations of transnationalism draw their insights from the 

articulation of ideas typically attributed to the “postmodern” with those of the Marxist, or 

“political economic,” and the ways in which this helps us to build an understanding of 

Mexican American and Chicana/o activist iterations and their ground of origin. This is 

not to say that the answer (such as it is) to queries about globalization is to be found in 

the common ground shared by the two theoretical camps; nor is it a negotiated 

compromise between the two. Rather, as the following will lay out, it is to suggest that 

the principal contribution of the theories of globalization and transnationalism I will 

delineate here have been their recognition that the phenomenological and the material – 

or, subjective, lived experiences and the contexts and constraints within which those 
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experiences take place – must be understood as not only reciprocal but in fact mutually 

constitutive. The ways in which this recognition both emerged through, and in turn 

(re)generated understandings of, “transnationalism” receives particular attention. 

 

2.2.1  “Imagining” the Postmodern Self: Globalization as Liberatory Possibility 

…[G]lobalisation invades local culture. It invades the local context of life and it 
forces us to live in a more open, reflexive and individualised way … 
Individualisation means being forced to live a more reflexive life towards an open 
future … Facing an open future means creating a self-identity rather than simply 
taking self-identity from a cultural background or traditional form of history. This 
is a process which is liberating, it has many emancipatory consequences… 
(Giddens 1999:7) 

There are but a few prominent scholars of globalization who envisioned the 

processes of late-capitalist globalization as fundamentally and equally empowering to 

individuals and populations; a sort of simultaneously uplifting and leveling device. Yet, 

the influence of their arguments on both scholarly debate and popular thought have been 

disproportionately significant. Giddens ranks among the most notable of these, and he set 

forth perhaps the most extreme example of the postmodernist, “globalization as 

empowerment” rhetoric. The theorist saws profoundly liberating, emancipatory potential 

in contemporary global restructuring, linked to the tendency of such globalization to both 

“push up” (or, transcend the local and homogenize, by linking through communication, 

places and peoples) and “push down” (“creat[ing] new possibilities and motivations for 

local cultural autonomy and identities” [ibid.]). Thus, while not discussing the place of 

transnationals specifically, Giddens suggested that via this tendency towards “pushing 

up” and “pushing down,” globalization has the twin effects of opening new spaces to 

transnational individuals and populations and opening new possibilities for identity self-

formation at the “cultural” level (ibid.). 
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Appadurai drew heavily from Giddens and his intellectual predecessors, 

Baudrillard and Lyotard (Rouse 1995), in formulating an argument that stressed the 

paradoxical “tensions between cultural homogenization and cultural heterogenization” 

(2002:49). Importantly, however, the “heterogenization” that Appadurai saw was 

significantly different from the (re)intensification of national identity that some Marxist 

scholars have observed, and which will be detailed in following sections. Rather, 

Appadurai stressed that when “forces from various metropolises are brought into new 

societies they tend to become indigenized in one or another way” (2002:50). Thus, 

the imagination has become an organized field of social practices, a form of work (in 
the sense of both labor and culturally organized practice), and a form of negotiation 
between sites of agency (individuals) and globally defined fields of possibility … The 
imagination is now central to all forms of agency, is itself a social fact, and is the key 
component of the new global order. 
 

Appadurai and Giddens both alighted upon an important complexity within the study of 

globalization: the particularity and variety of ways in which “global” trends and forces 

become engaged within local communities. This is to say that both theorists were 

fundamentally interested in cultural change. Yet in their particular formulations of 

cultural change is embedded the suggestion of a previously unique – even essential – 

character of local cultures, into which are now exploding patently new and homogenizing 

global cultural forms and aesthetics. 

For Friedman, like Appadurai and Giddens, the implosion of global culture into 

the local rends open new possibilities for not only the expression of previous cultural 

distinctions but for the veritable rebirth of the individual as global agent. Implicitly 

referencing notions of simulacra, Friedman (2002) ruminated on the emergent ability of 

global peoples to formulate an outward appearance that is in contradistinction to their 
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lived reality. The “dandification” of the Congolese sapeurs that he documented, for 

instance – wherein young men spend inordinate amounts of very limited finances 

outfitting themselves in Parisian haute couture – is at its heart the separation of the sign 

(culturally inflected styles of dress) from the signifier (intra-cultural social status), and 

suggested – to Friedman – a nearly infinite potential of individuals to transcend the 

moorings of class and status in the aesthetic presentation of self. Indeed, Friedman 

concluded, “La sape…is thus a very expensive assault on the rank order of society and 

not merely on its symbolism” (2002:238). 

This mode of theorizing cultural particularity as collapsed with infinite social 

transformative potential – emblemized in this case by Appadurai, Giddens, and Friedman 

– is problematic for four principle reasons: 

(1) Individuals are assumed to be instrumental agents of cultural change, yet are 

also somehow ruptured from (local) cultures, free to “imagine” themselves into “globally 

defined fields of possibility” (Appadurai 2002:49). Gupta & Ferguson, themselves more 

often characterized as supportive of the postmodern position, nevertheless caution that, 

while “deterritorialization has destabilized the fixity of ‘ourselves’ and ‘others’…it has 

not thereby created subjects who are free-floating monads, despite what is sometimes 

implied by those eager to celebrate the freedom and playfulness of the postmodern 

condition” (1997:7). 

(2) Culture is understood to be to varying degrees fundamentally (and newly) 

disjointed from political economy, such that the two are dialogic but discrete systems. On 

this point, Smith (1991:6) has warned that, “there is something about [such a] quest for 

newness, something about [this] confidence in a new ‘cultural’ fix for anthropology that 



 65

seems to me too much…somehow [this] imagery of ‘globalization’ has already been 

politically sanitized before we get to the anthropologist’s task.” 

(3) Cultures are understood to have largely, up to this point in the global ecumene, 

existed apart from other cultures. Mintz (1985, 1998), Roseberry (2002), Wolf (1997, 

1999), and others have pointed out that various parts of the world have maintained 

intense interaction for centuries, a reality made more apparent when we draw our 

analytical attention to the scale of the region, for instance. This is emblemized by the 

particular history of the U.S.-Mexico border region, which has a lengthy history of co-

evolution between and across the economies and polities of two nation-states. In 

questioning globalization’s “newness,” Mintz (2006), in fact, directed us toward two 

critical points of understanding: Firstly, examining the local engagement of supra-local 

influences with an attention to the historical helps us to tease out the ways in which 

current elements of globalization are, or are not, new. Secondly, understanding the 

unevenness of globalizing impetuses, along with the particular – usually expropriative 

and exploitative – characteristics they manifest, reminds us that we must understand not 

only who are made mobile in the new, globalized economic system, but who are the 

many who are rendered immobile by it – forcefully rebuked into oppressed class 

positions.8 The latter recognition, in particular, holds significant import for understanding 

the relative ability of subaltern populations to challenge their positions vis-à-vis 

hegemonic actors and forces. 

(4) The continued power of the nation-state to control its subjects through 

coercion is seen to be obtained in opposition to globalizing economic forces, rather than 

                                                 
8 Vincent, too, has pointed out that, “transnational capital reinforces the mobility of some at the expense of 
many…” (as cited in Ong 1999:311). 
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in complicity – or at least articulation – with them. Thus, in Appadurai’s words, “[T]he 

simplification of…forces (and fears) of homogenization can…be exploited by nation-

states in relation to their own minorities, by posing global commoditization (or 

capitalism, or some other such external enemy) as more real than the threat of its own 

hegemonic strategies” (2002:50). Such an assertion, while importantly evoking the 

coercive tendencies of nation-states, fails to acknowledge the complicity of those exact 

“hegemonic strategies” of the state in reproducing and reinforcing “global capitalism.” 

We see such forces enacted on both sides of the U.S.-Mexico border, where repressive 

state policies have operated hand-in-hand with the exploitative characteristics of global 

capital. 

 

2.2.2  From Global Liberatory Potential to New Structural Constraints: The 
Political Economists’ Critique of “Globalization” 
 

The majority of Marxist scholars of globalization within the social sciences 

presume that there are indeed shifts occurring in the global order – contrary to Giddens’ 

(1992:2) characterization of the Marxist, or “Old Left,” camp as skeptics for whom 

“nothing is new under the sun.” It is the quality and degree of these shifts upon which the 

political-economists disagree with the postmodernists, however, and – consequently – the 

type and degree of their implications for global populations. Broadly, the political 

economists see the postmodernists’ position with regard to the magnitude of global 

change to be overdrawn, and remind us – not unlike a few of the postmodernists 

themselves – of the long durée of global interaction. They also suggest that the changes 

that have occurred on the global scale can be attributed to the emergence and 

predominance of world financial markets – not principally to the communications 
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revolution, or an emerging global aesthetic such as Giddens and Appadurai have 

envisioned. Of most significance for my own analysis, Marxist critics expand the 

postmodernists’ recognition of processes of microdifferentiation to an analysis of the 

ways in which not only nationalisms but intra-national hierarchies become intensified 

even while globalization purportedly “levels the playing field” by homogenizing world 

markets. 

Drawing heavily on world systems theory notions of “core” and “peripheral” 

economies – even as they expanded upon and complicated these categories – were 

theorists such as Roseberry (2002), Arrighi (2000), Gledhill (1996, 1998), Sassen (1988, 

2000), and Watts (1992). Roseberry reminded us that neither individual “cores” and 

“peripheries” nor the structure as a whole remains static over time. Rather, all elements 

are dynamic due in part to the propensity of workers in both “cores” and “peripheries” to 

engage in struggle and resistance. Thus, world systems theory models of development 

must be reworked to account for the dynamism of globalization. To that end, Arrighi 

(2000), Gledhill (1996), Sassen (2000), and Watts (1992) explored particularly shrewdly 

the changing role of the state as late capitalism transforms the global economy. Taking a 

firm stance on the debate regarding the relative dissolution of the nation-state as a 

regulatory body, these scholars argued that the state is evolving, not dissolving. Further, 

changes in the formulation and role of the nation-state are serving not as often to 

empower intra-national and/or transnational populations, as is claimed by postmodernist 

scholars, as to more frequently intensify hierarchies of power and privilege within and 

across nations. Arrighi (2000:131) put it succinctly: 

The formation of a capitalist world system, and its subsequent transformation 
from being a world among many worlds to becoming the historical social system 
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of the entire world, has been based upon the construction of territorial 
organizations capable of regulating social and economic life and of monopolizing 
means of coercion and violence. 
 

Gledhill further noted that the discourse of neoliberal development introduced a critical 

hypocrisy as it promotes the “personal responsibility” of global citizens for their own 

advancement over “dependency-enhancing paternalism” (1996:8). Such a suggestion, 

Gledhill claimed – that globalization has introduced new possibilities for individual 

(social and economic) advancement never before possible – patently dismisses the fact 

that it is through increased state control, via regulation, policing, and surveillance, that 

nation-states have inserted themselves into the global capitalist order. Sassen (1988, 

2000) theorized this simultaneous wax and wane of state regulatory function. Pointing to 

the often overlooked fact that transnational economic governing bodies are situated 

within national territories, Sassen argued that not only has the dispersion of economic 

processes gone hand-in-hand with the centralization of regulatory function, but that this 

centralization has occurred largely in “global cities” whose elites reap the benefits of 

economic hegemony while non-elites both intra- and inter-nationally are cast further into 

the (refigured) global “periphery.”9 

 Broadly speaking, there are two ways in which traditional Marxist analyses of 

globalization (including some of those above) have been critiqued. The first is by 

postmodernists who have ascribed varying degrees of economic determinism to political 

                                                 
9 A particularly compelling exposition of the matter of intra-state inequality, oppression, and uneven 
distribution of capitalist profits is offered by Watts (1992). Watts moves beyond metatheory to show us 
how economic forces, politics, and cultural elements (including religion) articulated in a particular space 
and historical moment, producing a unique and particular setting for both extreme national 
politicoeconomic crisis and resulting counter-hegemonic action by a disenfranchised intra-national 
population. Among the Nigerian “Maitatsine,” Watts importantly documents how specifically, and in 
articulation with historical political and economic factors, the Maitatsine were able to formulate a 
movement of resistance; his account renders this response as very much in opposition to – rather than 
enabled by – transnational capital flows. 
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economists’ formulations. The second is by a cohort of scholars who have grounded their 

analyses of globalization in Marxist understandings of political economy but have also 

engaged postmodernist accounts to theorize the complex intersections of culture, class, 

constraint, agency, homogenization and heterogenization. 

 The postmodernist quibble with Marxist understandings of globalization – and 

particularly its relation to culture(s) – resonates rather paradoxically with the Marxist 

critique of the postmodern, for the postmodernist accuses the political economist of 

denying peoples and cultures their interpretive and transformative potential, while the 

political economist assails the postmodernist for denying culture its historical, 

interpretive particularities – including resistances and constraint. On a finer level, the 

debate becomes one between the attribution of homogeneity and equal access to 

resources to intra- and international populations (accused of the postmodernists) and the 

denial of volition, agency, and “resilience” to global – including transnational – peoples 

(accused of the political economists). On a metatheoretical level, the dialogue becomes 

one involving the degree to which global culture(s) – and the populations comprised – are 

characterized as the “superstructure” to current capitalism’s economic “base.” 

Additionally, it is a debate regarding the loci of global hegemony – including political, 

economic, and cultural – and the degree of their overlap. 

 

2.2.3  Agency, Resistance, and the Transnational Citizen 

Postmodernists and many political economists alike have moved beyond world 

systems theory models of discrete “core” and “peripheral” regions to imagine a global 

order in which “cores” and “peripheries” are graduated, dynamic, and at times even 
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overlapping. Scholars like Kearney (1991) and Portes (2000) have in fact delineated the 

ways in which transnational individuals and groups may take advantage of the precise 

mechanisms of labor exploitation that have relegated them to the bottom end of a global 

socioeconomic power hierarchy to transform their own socioeconomic potential. 

Importantly, political economists such as these who have highlighted the liberatory 

potential of globalizing trends – including transnationalism – have done so by examining 

the situation of such forces in hegemonic structures and as inscribed in economic 

relations, political borders, and the like – not by assuming that such power relations, 

boundaries, and borders have ceased to exist. 

Gupta and Ferguson (1997:67), who accused traditional Marxism of having 

presumed the discreteness of nations and societies, attributed to this the Marxist critics’ 

purported lament of the “rupture” of such bounded fields by capitalism. While their 

position was a somewhat unique at the time, others have accused Marxist analyses of 

failing to take full account of sociocultural particularities as determined independently of, 

or at least dialogically with, relations of production. Indeed, theorists like Gledhill (1996) 

– who crafted sophisticated arguments regarding the dynamics of global capitalism and 

the forces exerted upon individuals, populations, and states – failed entirely to approach 

the issue of culture and cultural change, however defined. Perhaps the best critique of this 

failing comes from within the field itself.  Rouse argued, in 1995 (p.360), that, 

While it is important to see contemporary conditions as both the frame and 
product of collective forms of agency in struggle, there are problems with 
defining the key collective actors as states, their populations and the corporations 
that operate within and across their boundaries. It is better to begin by reference to 
class positions and, in this regard, the opposition between the bourgeoisie and the 
proletariat is clearly fundamental. In concrete situations, however, the field of 
relevant distinctions is invariably more complex… 
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While the hypothesized world of the postmodernists is appealing – this is a world in 

which exists unbounded potential for small- and large-scale resistances to agents of intra- 

and trans-national power – in fact these hypothesized manifestations of  global-scale 

mobilizing and action have largely failed to materialize. Instead, postmodern narratives 

have tended to diminish the significance of local reintensifications of power disparities – 

and have therefore failed to adequately understand grounded and political (rather than 

symbolic, or post-political) contests to power, when and where they do arise. 

This problematic had been recognized and illuminated in some of the most 

insightful ways by contemporary theorists of place (i.e., Agnew & Duncan 1989; Feld & 

Basso 1996), who noted that postmodern theories of cultural diffusion have centered 

important analytical attention on patterns of migration and diffusion, but in so doing have 

often left the lasting, nuanced, and sometimes fraught relationships of specific people to 

specific places under-recognized. Agnew and Duncan (1989:5-24) importantly noted that, 

[r]ather than annihilating space…the ‘logic of liberal capitalism’ has led to a 
permanent but dynamic process of uneven development … Capitalism…while 
transforming society, has created a new structuring role for place” (emphasis 
added). 
 

Place, in its “new structuring role,” acts not only as a reflector of uneven absorption of 

processes of nationalism and modernization but also serves to generate place-based 

meanings of class and race identity. 

Sider’s theories of culture in transition provides an important complement to 

theories of place. The theorist’s principal concern was with the insufficient integration of 

history and historiography into ethnographic projects, and he argued that, by extension, 

“although culture is central, anthropology has tended to set it aside when dealing with 

questions of change” (1986:5). Sider argued that anthropologists have historically tended 
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toward a view of cultures as static and essential (“ahistorical, nonprocessual, and 

totalizing” [ibid.]), and particularly implicated Marxist theorists’ reliance on the idea of 

culture as superstructure to political economy’s base. It is in the dialectic between class 

and culture, instead, where Sider argued for ethnographic analysis. Simply put, 

postmodernist theorizations must take into account cultures’ formulation in articulation 

with social relations and class hierarchy, while Marxist theorizations must take into 

account classes’ and social relations’ constitution through culture. Indeed, if we can 

conceive that “[culture] is where class becomes dynamic; where the lives of antagonism 

and alliance come together and apart” (Sider 1986:9), we can begin to understand the 

ways in which transnational individuals and peoples may possibly and have actually 

mobilized for contention and resistance of the hegemonic, through both processes of 

heterogenization (as through refocusing or reconstituting nationalisms) and 

homogenization (as in the emergence of “global” movements). 

 

2.3  Transnationalism and Borderlands: Theorizing Identity and Collective Action 
on the U.S.-Mexico Border 
 
 In Ayala’s (2009:80) astute summation, eminent border theorists Moraga and 

Anzaldúa (1981) suggested that borderlands represent not only tides of peoples and ideas, 

labor and capital, but also the flux and flow of individual self-identification and 

“consciousness”: 

[T]his multiplicity of consciousness born out of the borderlands, both houses and 
transforms conflict, ambivalence. Because of the “clash of voices” representing 
disparate (but at times overlapping) cultural frameworks, it is not always a 
harmonious multiplicity. It is a multiplicity that can be contradictory, 
uncomfortable, because of the forces that try to splinter it, and stratify the pieces 
according to dominant power relationships. 
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While on first glance we might imagine the “borderlands” hybridity that Moraga and 

Anzaldúa describe to lend credence to the postmodernists’ notion that the flux and 

porosity of twenty-first century borders renders them increasingly homogeneous, and 

increasingly characterized by opportunities for subaltern practice, on closer examination 

we find that both the complexity and the specificity of the U.S.-Mexico geopolitical 

border impels us to turn our analytical attention toward deep analysis of a located history 

of power and struggle; resistance, repression, and accommodation. Such analyses have 

been powerfully initiated within the anthropology of transnationalism, whose theories in 

fact emerged from a cohort of ethnographers working in the U.S.-Mexico border context 

at the end of the twentieth century. 

The specificities of the border context compelled both Rouse (1991) and Kearney 

(1995) – in intellectual dialogue with Portes (2000) – to begin to weave a flexible 

analytical web between the postmodern and political economic10 in the form of 

“transnational” population theorization (their terminology, following Appadurai 1996, 

and in contradiction to Mintz 1998). Rouse (1995) argued that the notion of 

“transnationality” replaces postmodernism with a focus not principally on the 

globalization of aesthetics, information, and communications (in other words, the 

homogenization of culture and globalization’s inherent potential for subaltern action) but 

the shift from “multinational processes of capital accumulation” (1995:357) to those 

organized transnationally (in which are insinuated the forces of uneven capital 

distribution – a condition that the theorists of place had hinted at). 

                                                 
10 Those who have promoted the concept of “transnationality” over the past decade or so are characterized 
on the whole by an intellectual ancestry that includes scholars of both postmodern and Marxist leanings, as 
well as the British CCCS school; hence Kearney (1995:357-359) credits an array of scholars that includes 
Appadurai, Friedman, Gupta & Ferguson, Gramsci, and Marx. 
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Taking up the role of the state in relation to the transnationalism of corporations 

and capital, Rouse argued that the heterogenization of globalization promotes the 

intensification of state-corporation collusion, and therein state-“bourgeoisie” 

identification (1995:360). Hegemonic actors, in short, are forced to find new ways to 

exert their hegemony. This tendency serves to severely limit the agency of individuals 

and populations. Portes (2000), nevertheless, documented the ways in which 

transnational individuals and groups may take advantage of the precise mechanisms of 

labor exploitation that relegate them to the bottom end of a global socioeconomic 

hierarchy to transform their own socioeconomic potential. Portes (ibid:255) found that, in 

sum, 

(1) The emergence of transnational communities is tied to the logic of capitalism 
itself… (2) These communities represent a distinct phenomenon at variance with 
traditional patterns of immigrant adaption [and] (3) Because the phenomenon is 
fueled by the dynamics of globalization itself, it has greater potential and offers a 
broader field for autonomous popular initiatives than alternative ways to deal with 
the depredations of world-roaming capital. 
 

Perhaps nowhere in the world is the struggle around labor importation and populace 

assimilation more fiercely staged than on the U.S.-Mexico border, a complexly rendered 

space of transnational insertion and ensuing negotiations. The multiply figured 

transnationalism inherent to the border, while displaying characteristics of other 

globalized places and phenomena, is nonetheless intensely specific to the political and 

geographic histories of the border region. Many Mexican immigrants within the United 

States, to begin with, arrive there following internal migration paths within Mexico, to 

the transnational employers (maquilas) located on the border. These internal migratory 

flows are attributable not only to the insertion of global capital via transnational 

corporations at the border, but also to globalizing insertions such as the North American 
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Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), whose cross-border evolutions had, by the mid-2000s, 

as I was conducting fieldwork in Tucson, led to the failure of thousands of small farms 

pursuant to the influx of subsidized corn from the United States. When vast numbers of 

the unemployed ended up on the border, searching for maquila work at the same time that 

those transnational corporation’s owners were shuttering operations and moving them to 

third-world locations with even cheaper labor (principally, Southeast Asia and China), 

many were forced – by the necessity of work, and in some cases via the opportunity 

offered by family already residing in the United States – across the border. 

Further, for longstanding Mexican-descent and indigenous populations in the 

area, the “flux” characteristic of transnational flows occurred not in their own 

immigration movement, but in the flux of political borders that encompassed or crossed 

them in a dance of land and local resource appropriation. It is of note that, as late as 1860, 

there were only 168 Anglos living in Tucson, constituting less than 20% of the town’s 

total population of 925, of which Mexican-descent individuals constituted 70%. Yet 

revealed in this same census, conducted just six years after the Gadsden Purchase, was 

the fact that such newer Anglo residents held approximately 87% of Tucson’s resources 

and wealth. Concludes Sheridan (1986:37): “Less than a decade after the Gadsden 

Purchase, Anglo capital had firmly entrenched itself in Tucson.” Despite their cultural 

and material capital having been displaced by white newcomers to the region, Mexican-

origin families continued to build the region on both sides of the border, and many of 

today’s youth resultantly have multi-generation families spread across both sides of the 

border. Finally, peoples like the Yaqui/ Yoeme, whose (historically recent) ancestral 

homelands span the border region on both sides of the U.S.-Mexico border, and whose 
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tribal nation was thus divvied by the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo (1848) and Gadsden 

Purchase (1854) into the nationalities of two different nation-states, exhibit perhaps the 

most striking version of the “transnational” citizen on the border (cf. Ericson 2008, 

Guidotti-Hernández 2011). 

Ultimately, nation-state border policy and state political rhetoric themselves have 

been characterized by tides and turns. Sheridan (2012:387) summarizes: 

[Arizona] and the nation needed Mexican labor to grow, so U.S. immigration 
policy veered back and forth between the open door and the border wall. During 
the Depression, when unemployment reached 25 percent, federal authorities 
rounded up and “repatriated” an estimated 458,000 Mexicans, cutting the 
Mexican population in the United States by 41 percent. Labor shortages during 
World War II reversed the flow; 168,000 Mexican workers, known as braceros, 
crossed the border legally to work in U.S. fields during the war years, and the 
federal government extended the Bracero Program during the postwar boom ... In 
some cases, federal enforcement was a revolving door; the INS would grab 
undocumented workers and pass them on to the Department of Labor, which 
would give them their permits and transport them back as braceros to the same 
fields. It was little more than border theater – a show of force to pacify the 
American public’s desire for border security while not interfering with employers’ 
demand for cheap labor ... Beginning in the 1960s, however, a perfect storm of 
transnational forces blew Arizona onto the frontlines of failed policies in 
Washington, D.C., and Mexico City.” 
 

On both U.S. and Mexican sides of the U.S.-Mexico border, one encounters at the 

beginning of the twenty-first century a paradoxical combination of porosity and non-

porosity, with political and economic tides subtly moving the border “line in the sand,” in 

turn shaping and reshaping the socioeconomic character of the cross-national region of 

which it is a part. This has included, historically, an economically permeable border 

coexisting with severely attenuated individual-level movement, through border policing 

and restrictive immigration and naturalization policies. The last decade (approximately 

2000-2010) has witnessed an intense ramp-up of policing and enforcement of the border, 

such that transnationalism’s theories of “dissolving” and increasingly inconsequential 
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borders become challenged in this striking and instructive example. On the U.S.-Mexico 

border, then, life is experienced not only betwixt and between geographic borders and 

“core” and “peripheral” countries, but also between historically deep and locally 

grounded family lineages and regional traditions spanning both sides of the border, as 

well as through particular local histories of “migration,” “immigration,” and 

appropriation and re-allocation of geological and geographical resources. 

 

2.4  Social Movements and Youth Social Movements: Theorizing Collective 
Contestation and its Reciprocal Evolutions with 20th-21st Century Globalization 
 

There is very little in the way anthropology is done, or even more surprisingly, in 
historical methodology, that enables us to talk very clearly about the involvement 
of ordinary people in the transformations of their social lives. (Sider 1986:4) 

 
 Sider’s insights, though now nearly three decades old, strongly inform my 

approach to understanding the foundations of cultural change and collective mobilization 

on the U.S.-Mexico border. The analyst recognized that anthropology has tended to view 

cultures as static and essential (“ahistorical, nonprocessual, and totalizing”; Sider 1986:4). 

Social movement theorist Edelman commented on the historical depth of this elision 

within anthropology by pointing out that, during the intense political ferment of the 

1960s, “anthropologists ... remained to a large extent on the periphery of social scientific 

theorizing about collective action” (2001:285). In this section, I turn to the prevailing 

anthropological and sociological theorizations of late-twentieth century and early-twenty- 

first century social movements. I consider the utility of American and European New 

Social Movement schools of theory, concluding that the European school – as it 

concerned itself with multiplex dimensions of identification, in addition to the role of 

class – best coheres as a foundation for the analysis of both contemporary Chicana/o 
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movements and their historical precedents in the 1960s-’70s. Finally, I engage the 

conversation between the literatures of globalized “youth culture” and globalized youth 

movements, to argue for a turn toward the latter in theorizing youthful collective actions 

as they emerge from specific, placed experiences of, and responses to, twenty-first 

century globalization and transnationalism. The postmodern approach of the literature of 

globalized “youth culture” does highlight some of the agentic and creative qualities 

evidenced in youth subversive behaviors, but fails to engage meaningfully with the 

specific local forces within which, and in response to which, youth resistances with the 

power of collective claims to symbolic and real resources take place in specific 

contexts.11 

 

2.4.1  Theorizing the “New Social Movements” – 1960s to Present 

 The so-called New Social Movements (NSMs) encompass the new movements – 

or new iterations of older movements (for instance, second-wave feminism to the turn-of-

the-century’s “first-wave” feminism) – that were emergent during the global political-

economic restructuring and social unrest of the 1960s. These movements, many of which 

arose from youthful disenfranchisement, represented to theorists not only new topics and 

grounds of counter-hegemonic contestation, but also qualitatively new approaches to 

collective organizing and action. Similarly, they required new approaches to their 

theorization. Anthropologist Edelman (2001:285) has suggested that “the worldwide 

                                                 
11 I do want to point out here that postmodernist theorizations of globalization have included – even if they 
have at times overstated, as I have argued earlier – attention to the significance of technological advances 
for the diffusion of information. This is an important acknowledgement when it comes to an examination of 
the practical strategies of current youth mobilizing across intra- and inter-national borders, such as that 
which we have seen – and I will discuss at more length in the final chapter – in 2011’s youthful protests 
and government takeovers in North African, Middle Eastern, and Persian countries; as well as in European 
and U.S. “Occupy” protests, including the actions in Spain which helped to inspire the Occupy protests 
themselves. 
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political effervescence of ‘the long 1960s’ (Isserman & Kazin 2000) contributed to a 

“paradigm crisis in social scientific thinking about collective action,” concluding that, 

Social scientists of various orientations concerned with geopolitics and revolution 
had ready-made categories (‘national liberation’, ‘subversion’) for analyzing 
events in the ‘Third World’. But the turmoil in the developed North highlighted 
the inadequacy of existing social scientific frameworks and gave rise to new and 
rich debates ... Even though anthropologists were well represented as participants  
in this tide of unrest and their 1960s sensibilities contributed to new  
conceptualizations of “interstitial  politics” and of power, gender, colonialism,  
and the state (Vincent 1990), they remained to a large extent on the periphery of 
social scientific theorizing about collective action.12 

 
While some contemporary anthropologists committed themselves to such debates and 

theorizations, more of this work was done in the social scientific realms of sociology and 

political science. Therefore, while drawing on anthropological contributions where I can, 

I build quite often in this section on the insights of sociologists and other social theorists. 

 The social movements of the 1960s in the United States and parts of Europe were 

distinguished from previous social movements principally by their focus on “identity,” 

“identity politics,” and the categories (sometimes, but not always, understood to intersect) 

of race, ethnicity, and gender. Previous social movements in the United States had 

principally comprised labor and other struggles, focusing their critique on disparities of 

class with a limited attention to other differentials of power and privilege. Yet 

theorizations of the social movements of the 1960s continued, within U.S. approaches to 

analysis, to be largely dominated by Resource Mobilization Theory (RMT), which held 

that collectives, 

                                                 
12 Edelman adds an important caveat here: “One notable exception was the Vietnam-era agrarian studies 
tradition (Roseberry 1995) pioneered by Wolf (1969), a work that was an outgrowth of the teach-in  
movement (2001:285-286). Nonetheless, “[Evident] by the mid-1980s, in the United States at least, was 
anthropologists' fascination with ‘everyday’ as opposed to organized resistance and with microlevel 
analyses of power a la Foucault (Burdick 1995). Ethnographic research on social movements, moreover, 
tended to resist ‘grand theoretical’ generalizations because close-up views of collective action often looked 
messy, with activist groups and coalitions forming, dividing, and reassembling and with significant sectors 
of their target constituencies remaining on the sidelines.” (ibid) 



 80

mobilize resources (labor, money, technical expertise, faith, friendship, social 
networks, etc.) to bring individuals together in a common cause (e.g.. immigrant 
rights, a living wage, universal health care), strengthening social networks, 
common identity, and commitment to action in the process (Carroll, 1997; Delia 
Porta & Diani, 1999). (Edelman 2001:286) 
 

RMT thus built on Rational Actor Theory (RAT), which presupposed that collective 

action was motivated by the strategic, functional choices of social actors who shared 

common self-interests and organized for the better fulfillment of those basic material 

needs. In the overall theorization of social movements, both RMT and RAT proved 

themselves to be limited with respect to recognizing not only the “open, fluid networks of 

information, meaning and action” characteristic of the late-twentieth and early-twenty-

first century globalization to which the NSMs were responsive, but also the sometimes 

“moral commitment to causes, beyond simple self-interest” of NSMs (Walter 2007:251). 

The latter is an important point that I will come back to in the last chapter of this 

dissertation, as I build on Walter’s (ibid) argument that, “RMT does not adequately 

address ‘consciousness’, that is, the interpretive ideological [and] cultural ... factors 

associated with mobilization.” In this regard, I suggest that culture was undertheorized 

and underappreciated particularly in the American approach to NSM theorization. 

Certainly, collective claims to quasi-symbolic resources, such as – germane to this 

ethnography – representations of non-hegemonic social actors and groups in “official” 

histories and educational curricula, were not theorized by RMT and RAT analysts. 

The European tradition of NSM theorization, in contrast to the materialist, or 

functionalist, approach of RAT and RMT theorization, turned its attention to the 

centrality of identity struggles in the New Social Movements, including acknowledging 

the oft-driving force of “collective identity, as opposed to collective interest” (Walter 
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2007:16-17; drawing on Carroll 1997). For this reason, the European tradition of NSM 

theorization contributed far more to an understanding of cultural nationalism as it 

obtained in the 1960s Chicano movements than did the class-centric American tradition. 

The European approach problematized the economic determinism of the U.S. tradition of 

NSM analysis, and considered power to be (ibid.), 

dispersed in various fields of society rather than in a dominant class, and 
resid[ing] in new forms of regulation and control, challenged now by open, fluid 
networks of information, meaning, and action. In this theoretical tradition, NSM 
are understood as 'instances of cultural and political praxis through which new 
identities are formed, new ways of life tested, and new forms of community 
preconfigured’ (Carroll 1997:16-17). 

 
Such an insight resonates with those of globalization anthropologists, like Ong (2002), 

who challenged us to re-visit and re-understand class consciousness as it increasingly 

cannot be disaggregated from other forms of cultural struggle, including those of “gender, 

family, ethnicity, and nationality” (p. 312). Ong’s own formulations were prompted by 

the apparent contradiction manifest in many transnational populations at the time of her 

writing, wherein “the material relations of exploitation are keenly felt and yet are not 

linked to a politics of class identity” (ibid). The European school of NSM theory and 

analysts like Ong, alike, draw our attention to action that arises from the same hybridity 

and complex web of meaning and subjectivity that Kearney (1995) and Rouse (1991) 

identified on the U.S.-Mexico border at the turn of the twentieth century, wherein class 

identities are complexly interconnected with gender, immigration, ethnicity, nationalistic, 

and other subjectivities. Importantly, it also acknowledges the potential of movements to 

spark, and quiesce or ignite, in varied manners and diffuse locations: Drawing on Laclau 

and Mouffe (1995), Edelman (2001:289) contends that, 
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[T]he NSMs emerge out of the crisis of modernity and focus on struggles over 
symbolic, informational, and cultural resources and rights to specificity and 
difference. Participation in NSMs is itself a goal, apart from any instrumental 
objectives, because everyday movement practices embody in embryonic form the 
changes the movements seek. The NSMs diffuse “social conflictuality to more and 
more numerous relations.” This proliferation of “points of antagonism” produces 
“new social subjects” whose “multiple social positions” complicate interpretations 
of political agency based on a single, privileged principle of identity. (emphasis 
added) 
 
Despite the significant contributions of European-styled NSM theorization to 

understanding of U.S.-based NSMs, such as the founding Chicano movements, it has 

been nonetheless rightly criticized for its insufficient depth of attention to political 

economy. Some of the most useful, recent theorizations have thus come from those who 

seek to articulate – and even, at times, integrate – the political-economic and collective-

identity approaches, such as Crossley (2002).13 Among his other pertinent insights, 

Crossley contributed the important understanding that agency and structure have been 

insufficiently understand with respect to each other in social movements theorizing. 

                                                 
13 Along with others, Crossley draws on Habermas’ concept of the “lifeworld” and Gramsci’s notions of 
“hegemony” and “counter-hegemony” to “address structural limitations in NSM theory” (Walter 
2001:251). While I in some instances draw on Habermas’ concept of the “lifeworld” in this dissertation – 
principally as it captures youth activists’ multiple subjectivities and engagements with their social and 
cultural worlds – I dedicate far more attention to the manifestations and perpetuations of hegemony in sites 
of 21st-century Chicana/o youth activism. The concept of “hegemony” allows me to capture the diffuse and 
oft-invisible ways in which power, privilege, and oppression become reproduced through both institutional 
actors and policies (such as school policy, pedagogy, and curriculum) and the daily forms of rhetoric and 
cultural symbolism with which youth activists’ conscientización and activism engages. As such, I speak of 
youth collective action and some forms of individual activism as counter-hegemonic. In this utilization of 
the concept of hegemony, I maintain the important understanding that hegemony follows coercion. Lang 
(2001:115) has documented the acutely grounded reality of this in his study of Black youth activists and 
movements, and their responsiveness to the 1960s movements upon which current movements build: 

Consolidating ... conservative governments and their neo-classical economic policies 
was not possible first without an authoritarian response to the demands of 
progressive mass movements. As the history of the BFM between 1965–75 suggests, 
this authoritarianism proceeded through a Janus-faced strategy of repressing the 
radical-left, as in the FBI/police war on the Black Panther Party, and co-opting more 
moderate and conservative (though perhaps no less militant) activists.  

As we will see in following sections, the founding Chicano Movements – which borrowed from the 
organizing approaches of the 1960s Black Movements, and capitalized on their early work and demands for 
attention to disenfranchised youth – experienced the same intensive repression by forms of state action 
overt (surveillance and policing, notably) and covert (schooling policy, for instance). 
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Building upon Bourdieu’s notion of the “habitus,” Crossley (2002:176) initiated a 

theorization of forms of “resistance habitus,,” such “structures of the habitus … 

intelligent and multi-track dispositions,” which 

entail forms of embodied competence or know-how and constitute a basis for 
improvised and innovative action. The agent is not akin to a blind follower of 
traditions but rather to a skilled game player, with a “feel for the game” which 
allows her to pursue strategic ends in skillful ways. 
 

 These theorizations, on the whole, not only allowed for a fuller or more nuanced 

understanding of the impetuses for the qualitatively new social movements of the 1960s, 

but also drew attention to the ways in which some of these movements – while appearing 

to have dissolved in the intervening decades – might in fact be (or have been) in periods 

of dormancy, or phases of re-population and re-configuration. Crossley (2002:149) 

maintained, portentously, that many of the student-originated movements of the 1960s 

were, at the time of his writing in the early 2000s, “in a period of latency,” even while 

others had “achieved a foothold in the political system and/or the more local site of 

struggle in which they emerged.” 

In the particular history of the Chicano Movement, we can see that some of the 

“footholds” gained in “local site[s] of struggle” such as Arizona included the 

establishment of Mexican American Studies departments in universities, and – though 

continued struggle, and much later – in public schools. On the other hand, Lang’s 

example (201:114) points to the fact that social movements do not simply effervesce and 

dissipate in isolation from outright state policies of repression and coercion, and are in 

fact sometimes met by hegemonic-interest “counter-movements”: 

Whereas the Black and other liberation movements worldwide had inspired 
insurgent ideologies during the 1960s, countermovements had by the late 1970s 
successfully marginalized radical-left analyses, and in doing so helped shift 
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political and economic discourse to the right – bringing with it intensified 
racism/xenophobia, nationalism/ethnic conflict, militarism, patriarchy, and 
religious fundamentalism. 

 
Such “counter-movements” are one of the best representations of the ways in which 

hegemony follows coercion, though the paired tactics of, (1) representing the interests of 

the hegemonic, or elite and “naturally” privileged, as equally in need of assertion and 

defense in the public sphere – equally contested and contestable; and (2) the 

normalization of the cultural elite’s (hegemonic’s) narrow self-interests – in the case of 

recent decades, through the continued rhetoric of capitalism’s primordial and inherently 

beneficent nature, and the “inevitability” of the need to patrol and surveil symbolic and 

geopolitical borders of the nation. While globalization and transnational forces have 

substantively changed the political, economic, and cultural terms of social movement 

catalyzing and activity between the 1960s and the present, I will argue in this dissertation 

that it is within this still deeply conservative legacy of the 1970s-1980s backlashes to 

Black, Chicana/o, and other youth liberation movements that today’s youth activists are 

engaging with various forms of individual and collective action. 

 

2.4.2  From Globalized “Youth Culture” to Globalized Youth Movements: 
Shifting our Focus in the 21st Century 
 
 Theorists devoted a considerable amount of effort in the 1980s through early 

2000s, particularly, to examining youth across the globe as increasingly enmeshed in a 

postmodern dialectic of mutual influence via “global youth cultures” – music, movies, 

and other modes of entertainment and style shared through globalized information 

technologies such as the internet (i.e. Koffel 2003; cf. critiques by Griffin 2001 and 

Pilkington 1994). In essence, these global “youth cultures” were said to represent new 
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forms of cultural dissemination accomplished via the explosion of transnational 

corporations and transnational populations, which quickly spread ideas and styles. 

Ultimately, they translated into globalized forms and articles of consumption. Yet, 

because of the dominance of first-world based corporations in the global marketplace, the 

theorized potential for so-called developing- and third world cultural practice to 

reciprocally influence first-world culture was never fully evidenced. Rather, Western 

symbols and cultural icons (the Nike swish; Coca Cola and European fashion brands 

[Friedman 2002]; and others) gained global momentum and local significances. And 

though much was also made of the potential for “revolutionary” sensibilities to carry 

across globalized youth cultural forms, Lang (2001:127) – among others – pointedly 

cautioned against the ascendancy of symbolic over material forms of resistance in 

interpretations of “activism”: 

...a number of younger activists have tended to view cultural expression as 
resistance in and of itself, ignoring the importance of organized, state-directed 
activity around material conditions. Thus, one hears often references to hip-hop 
being a social movement in the same vein as Civil Rights and Black Power. Yet 
hip-hop, like all forms of art and culture, has no fixed political character, though 
particular artists may infuse it with either liberatory or reactionary themes. 
 

While the anthropology of such local (re)negotiations of meaning, and localized 

processes of meaning-making themselves in an increasingly “global” economy and 

culture, contributes much to our understanding of youth and youth cultures in various 

places, it nonetheless can – and, I argue, often does – collapse the symbolic creative 

power of cultural or stylistic appropriation and recreation with the material power of 

community-based, collective counter-hegemonic contestation, via social protest and other 

forms of grounded social justice action. Thankfully, some newer theory has been 
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responsive to such collapsing tendencies within youth culture theory, and has refocused 

attention on theorizing “global” youth movements, locally iterated. 

Lombardo et al. (2002:364), for instance, concisely summarized the significance 

of local acts of resistance in the new global political-economic order, including their 

relationship with new technologies of information dissemination: 

Given new information systems and media coverage, acts of local resistance can 
now take on much larger, cross-territorial dimensions and effects (Bleiker, 2000). 
Modern technologies support community consciousness-raising, honouring the 
goals of forerunners like Saul Alinksy, by providing opportunities for citizens to 
explore and understand the shared nature of their concerns (Uhler Cart, 1997).  
Within this connected environment, contemporary social action has been 
described as “an expanding latticework covering the globe” [(Durning, 1989), pp. 
6–7]. 

 
While I will speak in a later chapter about how we do indeed see, at the of the first decade 

of the 21st century, youth-led social movements weaving their influence within and across 

territorially bounded and socio-culturally differentiated nations, I invoke the twin 

cautions once more here that, (1) we retain awareness of the significance of placed 

iterations of political economy and culture even as we examine “globalized” strategies of 

information dissemination and movement-building; and (2) we recall that “globalized” 

strategies continue to be met with both transnational and local repressions. On this latter 

point, I invoke Lang’s (2001:112) insights once more:  

The past three decades have been marked by the reassertion of conservative 
economic theories and policies across the globe ... The hegemony of neo-classical 
economics in the United States, as elsewhere, has meant an increased 
concentration of wealth for a few, and growing poverty and social isolation for 
most. 

 
In sum, while postmodern theorizations of “global youth culture” are provocative for 

understanding some of the tactics and manifestations of 21st century youth social 

movements, and in recent years may quite accurately point to certain globally held 
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concerns about world financial markets and de-centralized capital, place-based 

mobilizations such as that of Chicana/o youth in Tucson require us to turn our attention 

back to the evolution of particular movements – and the reciprocal evolution of their 

participants – with particular places and times. 

 

2.5  The Historical Chicana/o Movements 

In the following, I contextualize the historical Chicano movements of the 1960s-

1970s in previous Chicana/o youth organizing and action, Arizona and beyond, focusing 

in on the breadth and import of youth organizing for equitable education. I examine the 

formative influences and ideologies of the founding Chicano movements, including the 

notion of Chicanismo itself, and their reciprocal relationship with cultural nationalism. 

 
 
2.5.1 The Precedent : The Mexican American Generation and the Mexican 
American Movement, 1930s-1960s 
 
 In the decades prior to the Gadsden Purchase, flows of migration between Mexico 

and what is now the U.S. Southwest had been relatively constant; at times circuitous; and 

generally responsive to economic and political events and exigencies in both locales. 

Following the Gadsden Purchase, immigration from Mexico into the United States 

continued, providing an important source of labor for, most notably in the Arizona 

context, mines and agricultural fields, and continued to shape the sociocultural contours 

of the Southwest and California. Nonetheless, the re-drawing of the geo-political border 

through the Gadsden Purchase placed increasing restrictions on migration north from 

Mexico, and for this and other reasons the early-to-mid 1900s witnessed a large 
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population of U.S.-born (as well as second- and beyond generation) citizens of Mexican 

descent asserting their claims to American-ness in a qualitatively new way. 

This generation, which came to be referred to as the Mexican American 

generation, held – argues Rosales (1996) – a less-romanticized idea of the ancestral 

homeland of Mexico than did its parents’, and asserted its “irrevocable message of 

permanency; i.e., the right to live in the U.S. and enjoy constitutional guarantees” 

(Rosales 1996:90). In mobilizing to assert its rights to full political participation within 

the existing system of U.S. governance, this generation exhibited what was later often 

unfavorably termed “assimilative” desires or tactics (Baldenegro 1992; M. García 1992). 

In other words, in the critique of later Movement activists, those of the Mexican 

American Generation were insufficiently critical of the racializing processes inherent to 

intra-national hierarchies, focusing their critiques too narrowly on class disparity, and 

their actions on full inclusion within – rather than interrogation of – the existing political 

(and attendant social) system. Nonetheless, a few scholars of the later Chicano 

movements (namely, Rosales 1996; San Miguel 1996; ) have suggested that the Mexican 

American Generation’s Mexican American Movement contributed more to the Chicano 

Movement than is frequently acknowledged – particularly through its creation of 

enduring Mexican-American interest organizations such as the League of United Latin 

American Citizens (LULAC). Notwithstanding these important debates on the similarities 

or dissimilarities between the two generations and movements (or stages of one, evolving 

Movement), it is evident that both the terms, symbols, and grounds of collective action 

changed in the 1960s, with the emergence of what would soon be termed the Chicano 

movements. 
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2.5.2  The Birth of Chicanisma/o: Chicana/o Movements, 1960s-1970s 

I have sketched the Mexican American Generation and Mexican American 

Movement in the previous section largely to foreground the qualitative and quantitative 

shifts that occurred in Chicano collective consciousness and action in the founding 

Chicano movements of the 1960s-1970s. I take as my principal insertion point into 

Chicano activist history the 1960s-1970s Movement for the following two principal 

reasons: (1) This decade marked the rise of what is commonly referred to as the Chicano 

Movement,14 which has had some of the most significant lasting effects on both public 

policy and collective symbolic expressions of Chicanismo; and (2) The founding Chicano 

movements were largely concerned with the state of schooling and educational 

opportunity for Mexican-descent youth, delivering effective critiques of school 

institutions and pedagogical paradigms, and identifying high schools and universities as 

smeltering sites for larger societal-level change for Mexican Americans. I ground the 

following discussion largely in the extremely thorough historiographies of activist-

scholars Acuña (1972), Baldenegro (1992), Muñoz (1989), and Rosales (1997). 

 The 1950s and 1960s were marked by a surge of Mexican Americans in colleges, 

due in large part to three factors: (1) the post-World War II baby boom, whose child 

products were coming of age during the 1960s; (2) the GI Bill, which was passed in 1944 

and funded college-level education for veterans of the military; and (3) the Educational 

                                                 
14 For the remainder of this dissertation, I will most often denote this period of Chicana/o organizing and 
action as the Chicano Movements, in plural. I use the plural to expressly acknowledge the fact that, 
alongside the well-documented and well-known narratives and histories of what is commonly known as the 
Movement (or movimiento), were untold narratives and histories of women’s organizing and action. These 
untold histories and oft-unsung actions constituted a set of Movement activities both subsidiary to, and, 
paradoxically, foundational for, the larger “Chicano Movement.”  
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Opportunity Programs funded by Johnson’s War on Poverty, initiated in 1964. California 

institutions of higher education were the first to see this surge in enrollment; Arizona, 

conversely, lagged behind, as the state did not make Educational Opportunity Program 

funds available until 1969. Mexican American enrollment therefore grew, across the 

country, right around the time that college campuses were “radicalizing,” suggests 

Rosales. 

Meanwhile, high schools were becoming sites of intense contestation of 

hegemonic norms, as youth and their parents increasingly recognized the uneven access 

to resources for Mexican descent youth (and other youth of color) versus white youth. 

Mexican American youth also recognized the significance of youth liberation movements 

around them – Black Liberation, Students for a Democratic Society, Student Nonviolent 

Coordinating Committee, and other youth- and student-oriented movements. Mexican 

American youths’ rising critiques and simmering discontent quickened into collective 

action in 1968, when – within one week, following the walkout of students from Lincoln 

High School – more than 15,000 students walked out of their classes and schools in East 

Los Angeles. This powerfully catalyzing series of actions that would later come to be 

known as the East L.A. “Blowouts.” With one exception, teacher Sal Castro of Lincoln 

High School, all of the walkouts were led by youth and young adults under the age of 30 

– including large numbers of teens.15 

 The arrest of a number of students during the walkouts prompted the formation of 

a parents’ committee, organized originally for the accumulation of bail money for 

                                                 
15 Note that there is some debate, still, over the relative importance of the role that youth actions and youth 
protests played in spurring the larger Chicano Movements. While Muñoz (1989) contends that Acuña 
(1972), for instance, did not acknowledge youth as the fundamental, driving force behind the movements, 
Baldenegro (1992), I. García (1997) and Gómez-Quiñones (1990) stress that the movements were, in their 
essence, youth movements. 
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arrested youth, and later becoming responsive to the underlying and sustained concerns 

of Mexican descent youth in U.S. schools. While some initially involved had sought 

simple remediation of community-level issues, others saw the potential for decisive, 

large-scale, long-range action. Disagreements on purpose and potential thus arose 

between high school youth, college-age youth, parents and community members, 

foreshadowing similar struggles in future communities of activists and community 

organizers. Nonetheless, when the school board proved unresponsive to the demands of 

this loose-knit committee, the Educational Issues Coordinating Committee (EICC), eight 

hundred community members “crowded into the school board chambers to demand 

action” (Rosales 1997:192). 

 Arrests and other repressive police actions during the walkouts had a second 

effect: Rosales contends that the extreme policing of the original walkouts politicized a 

number of youth who had originally waivered in their commitment to the walkouts, or 

who were simply less aware of the fundamental, institutionalized disparities being 

brought to light through social actions such as the walkouts. Police brutality and 

repression in coeval social actions left Chicana/o youth with little choice but to 

acknowledge their extreme disempowerment at the hands of state institutions – the 

school, the police, and others. Youth and their adult allies, alike, were thus becoming 

during the late 1960s increasingly organized, mobilized, and politicized. 

 In other locations across the United States, particularly across the Southwestern 

U.S., other fronts of the soon-to-be-dubbed Chicano Movement were gathering and 

forming. Among them were Cesar Chávez and Dolores Huerta’s United Farmworker’s 

Movement in California, Reies López Tijerina’s struggles for Hispano land repatriation in 
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New Mexico, and others.16 In Arizona, action was a bit later to follow. A number of 

unions had organized mining strikes, most notably in the copper town of Bisbee, but 

labor was notoriously difficult to organize in Arizona (Sheridan 1992). Although Arizona 

was bookended by New Mexico, which became the hotbed of Reies López Tijerina’s 

Alianza  (which assisted Chicana/o youth across the country in becoming organized), and 

Southern California led the way in Chicano youth protests and school walkouts, 

Arizona’s Movement was never as coherent. Rosales, in fact, asserts that the movimiento 

failed to gain any real foothold outside of the urban areas of Phoenix and, some time 

later, Tucson. Concludes Rosales (1997:213), “even the [Arizona] farmworker movement 

was limited to the Phoenix area.” Additionally, Arizonans were not interested in adopting 

a movement brought from another region or state; Rosales documents the tepid 

responses, and at times outright hostility, faced by the California “reconquista caravan” 

(a traveling arm of California’s burgeoning Chicano Movement) arrived in the small 

mining locales of Globe-Miami and Clifton-Morenci, Arizona. 

                                                 
16 Muñoz (1989) argues that Chávez and Tijerina were not, in fact, legitimate parts or progenitors of the 
movimiento, since both refused to explicitly associate with Chicano cultural nationalism. Tijerina, claims 
Muñoz, insisted that he was “Hispano” instead of “Chicano” (“Hispano” being the term for Mexican-
descent individuals whose residence in New Mexico preceded the Gadsden Purchase of 1854). Of Chávez’s 
work, Muñoz says, “[the United Farm Workers, which Chávez and Huerta organized and which has been 
by others considered an early ar of the movimiento] never evolved in the context of a quest for Chicano 
identity and power” (1989:7). Despite Muñoz’s contentions, I include here Chávez’s and Tijerina’s 
leadership and particular brands of social action for separate reasons. Tijerina I choose to include because, 
though not as well known to contemporary students of Mexican American history and youth activists, he 
had significant ties to both the general region of this ethnography, and to Tucson, specifically; and also 
because of his grounded approaches to Chicano social action – including attempts at community self-
sustenance, which we will see in Chapter Six is a recurring interest among a number of Tucson youth 
activists. Chávez I include here principally because he is widely considered by the youth of the Raza 
Studies and SJEP classes of my ethnography to be an inspiring and important historical figure in the 
struggle for Chicana/o rights. Indeed, his visage has watched over every cohort of the SJEP at Montañita 
High School from a large poster on the wall, and his face and the UFW logo alike have become iconic (cf. 
I. Gárcia 1997). We must additionally remember here something that I will address in length later on; that, 
though technically “urban,” many of the youth of this ethnography derive from rural backgrounds; and 
many, in fact, still have relatives in agriculture or ranching, just over the border in Mexico. Thus, for them, 
Chicano/a historical figures like Chávez and Huerta – who fought for the rights of agricultural laborers – 
may become particularly personal, and grand. 
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 Regional differences were evident in the content of local struggles, or arms of the 

expanding Movement, as well. New Mexico was marked by land-rights struggles, and 

California and Texas by agricultural laborers’ fights for justice in their working 

conditions. Such grounded struggles were evoked in the document that established the 

collective voice of the founding Chicano movements, the Plan Espiritual de Aztlán 

(1969): 

Aztlán belongs to those who plant the seeds, water the fields, and gather the 
crops... With our heart in our hands and our hands in the soil, we declare the 
independence of our mestizo nation. 
 

Rosales (1997) suggests that inherent to these sentiments within the Plan was an agenda 

of reclamation, a claim to the land expropriated from generations of Mexican-descent and 

indigenous people by whites, and articulated in a way that invoked the rural lifeworlds of 

previous inhabitants of the region’s land. 

 In California, Texas, and Arizona, meanwhile, distinctly urban struggles were also 

occurring, and the student movements provided the most visible front of these 

movements. Even here, however, regional differences were marked. Muñoz (1989:10) 

suggests, for instance, that, whereas the California student movements were a quest for 

power and identity, the Texas movements “did not place as much emphasis on the politics 

of identity” (1989:10). It has also been suggested that some regional fronts of the 

movimiento came to be more dependent on cultural nationalism than others, a contention 

I will discuss at more length in a following section. Baldenegro, Rosales and Muñoz all, 

however, assert that the student walkouts were unprecedented and momentous precisely 

because of their organization and mobilization by youth. I turn here to a closer 
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examination of the specific history of the student movements, which principally 

addressed the educational and larger social disparities for Mexican-descent youth. 

  

2.5.3  Chicana/o Activism for Education 

Not only were schools the site and staging ground of much early Chicano 

Movement action, so too did schooling become the subject of an enormous share of the 

founding and later Chicano movements’ critiques and efforts. Previous to the Chicano 

Movement, though far less frequently reported on, the Mexican American Generation had 

addressed much of its work toward the desegregation of schooling for Mexican descent 

youth in the southwest. From the first decades of the twentieth century, such segregation 

was both formally and informally institutionalized. Even as early as the beginning of the 

twentieth century, segregation of Mexican descent pupils based on national origin, 

ethnicity, or “race” was non-mandated in Arizona. In this, Mexican-origin youth were 

presumably more fortunate than Arizona’s Black youth, whose segregation in school was 

both legally mandated and strictly enforced.17 Indeed, the earliest desegregation protests 

in Arizona – those that set the tone for later protests by Mexican American youth and 

families – were carried about by Black youth and families.18 Yet, in actuality, the 

segregation of Mexican-origin students was systemic and epidemic until the 1960s. 

                                                 
17 de la Trinidad (2008: 71) reports that,  in 1949, “the Arizona Council for Civic Unity studied school 
segregation in Arizona and issued a report that ... noted that Arizona strictly enforced the segregation of 
Black students more than any other Western state through legal means. 
18 Sheridan (2012:293) writes: “In 1947 ... about three hundred African Americans and Anglos in Phoenix 
formed the Greater Phoenix Council for Civic Unity (GPCCU). After a similar group was organized in 
Tucson, the two groups merged into the Arizona Council for Civic Unity. Together with the Urban League 
and the NAACP, the Arizona Council began to challenge school segregation in court, in the legislature, and 
even through an initiative in 1950, which was trounced by a vote of 104,226 to 57,970 ... Despite such 
setbacks, the Urban League, NAACP, and the Arizona Council convinced the state legislature to pass a law 
allowing local school boards to voluntarily desegregate in 1951. School boards in Tucson and several other 
communities chose to do so.” 
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Such segregation was largely carried out through the extrapolation of Spanish-

surnamed students into English-language learning classes – in many cases, documents de 

la Trinidad (2008), with no accompanying evidence of difficulty with English. Indeed, 

this supposedly individualized support and remediation of student’s learning “handicaps” 

turned on a deeper agenda of Americanization of the presumptively “un-American” 

population. De la Trinidad (2008: 75-76) summarizes, citing Muñoz (2006): 

...Anglo Americans in Arizona perceived a “Mexican Problem” as early as 1870 
based on established notions of race and difference that bolstered negative 
stereotypes and preconceived images about Mexican people, their culture, 
heritage, and intellectual abilities, which shaped Anglo visions of Mexican 
education.  Muñoz further explains that by the 1900s segregation had become a 
viable solution to the Mexican Problem based on concerns over increasing 
Mexican immigration ... While Arizona laws did not mandate the segregation of 
Mexican-origin pupils on the basis of race, local school trustees relied on a 1913 
state statute that allowed school districts “to make such segregation of groups of 
pupils as they may deem advisable” ... Given the vague and open language of the 
law, interpretations of this law authorized boards of trustees to permit local 
educators and administrators to segregate Mexican-origin children for so-called 
“instructional” purposes based on their so-called language “handicap.” 
 

Americanization through English-language assimilation became, in this way, one of a 

number of modes of subjugation of the “colonial subjects” that border historian González 

(2003) argues the white U.S. majority held border-dwelling Mexican Americans to be (cf. 

MacDonald 2004). With huge proportions of the Mexican American student population 

side-tracked into language-instruction curricula, at the expense of their instruction in 

standard pre-secondary and secondary curricula, many youth – not surprisingly – were 

ill-equipped for grade-appropriate instruction by their teenage years. In turn, the vast 

majority of these youth of color either dropped out of school, by their teens, or landed in 

vocational training, rather than in academic tracks toward white-collar work: 

Overageness and educational retardation, i.e., lack of progress or promotion to the 
next grade level, represented significant issues throughout the first half of the 
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twentieth century ... Overage pupils who entered school late in the school year or 
at ages beyond the elementary school level or could not perform their age-
appropriate school work were placed in “ungraded” classrooms or were 
transferred to [one of four local Platoon schools].  [T]he ... purpose of the Platoon 
school, which was modeled after the Detroit Platoon Schools, was to ... provide ... 
industrial education to meet the individual needs of overage pupils who would 
inevitably drop out before reaching junior high or high school. Thus, the 
curriculum in these schools was largely vocational in nature at the fourth, fifth, 
sixth, seventh, and eighth grade levels.  Safford was equipped to offer auto 
mechanics and machinist trades to boys, and courses in dress-making, cooking, 
home nursing and cafeteria were offered to girls.  The majority of the students 
who attended Platoon schools were most likely of Mexican descent since Safford 
had 70 percent “foreign-speaking” students and Drachman had a 100 percent 
Mexican enrollment in its 1C classes. (de la Trinidad 2008: 92-93) 
 

In sum, the Tucson school system was perfectly poised, during the first half of the 

twentieth century, to reproduce a cheap source of labor for southern Arizona’s still-

important mining and agricultural industries. Not only were Mexican nationals 

continually imported and deported across the U.S.-Mexico border according to relative 

labor needs in the Tucson region (cf. Sheridan 2012), but American youth of Mexican 

descent were groomed to supplement these same labor needs: “public education of the 

Mexican community, via segregation, tended to reproduce its class character from one 

generation to the next” (González 1990). 

By the 1950s, language-based segregation of Mexican-descent students had 

formed the grounds of some of the first effective actions of Arizona’s Mexican-descent 

population for equitable education and remediation. In fact, asserts Sheridan (2012: 296), 

The first successful school desegregation case in Arizona, Gonzalez v. Sheeley, set 
a precedent for the U.S. Supreme Court’s landmark decision in Brown v. the 
Board of Education in 1954. 
 

While often backgrounded in accounts of Mexican American activism for educational 

parity, such organizing and political action by the Mexican American Generation clearly 

laid some groundwork, and began to set the socio-political tone, for the later, Chicana/o 
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generation’s work on behalf of Chicana/o education in Arizona. Meanwhile, it is not 

coincidental that some of the earliest triumphs of Tucson’s Mexican-origin population 

over school segregation and other educational travesties occurred during a time when the 

city’s student population – both Mexican and otherwise – was exploding. De la Trinidad 

(2008: 64) describes a 37.5% increase in Tucson School District enrollment between the 

years 1950 and 1960. During these same post-war years, the city and region were rapidly 

industrializing, with the state’s population overwhelmingly consolidating in the urban 

centers of Tucson and Phoenix – a reorganization of the historically agricultural state that 

Sheridan (2012:280) calls “an urban explosion that rearranged the political and economic 

landscape of the state.” Between 1940 and 1960, the population of Tucson itself grew by 

almost 400% (ibid.) 

By the 1960s, then, a sea change was occurring in both Tucson schools and their 

Mexican-descent student populations – not to mention within the larger Chicana/o 

population of the United States. Not only were youth protesting the most overt structural 

inequalities of schooling of youth of color, but they were also beginning to draw 

unrelenting attention to some of the most persistently covert dimensions of such 

subjugation – including the devaluation of all things associated with “Mexican-ness,” 

including, but not limited to, Spanish language and Mexican American cultural traditions. 

Explains Rosales (1997:189), one of the major impetuses of the rippled high school 

walkouts and ensuing movement activities in California and the Southwest was a 

burgeoning critical analysis of the still-impoverished state of Chicana/o education: 

“Perhaps influenced by the Black cultural movement, they [activists] all agreed that 

education of Mexican Americans lacked cultural relevancy.” Baldenegro suggests, 
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similarly, that the cultural irrelevancy – and, in many cases, cultural denigration – of 

reductionistic, ahistorical, and forcefully assimilatory curriculum was paramount in 

youths’ (and adult allies’) grievances during the early Chicano movements. To wit, 

Baldenegro (1992:70) quotes Armando Rodriguez, Director of the contemporaneous 

Office of Spanish-speaking Affairs of the U.S. Office19 of Education: 

The rise in cultural militancy among young Chicanos is directly related to the 
schools’ appalling ignorance about the Mexican-American and his role in the 
American Democracy. 

 
Indeed, both high school retention and college matriculation of Chicana/o students at the 

time was abysmal, despite their numbers having slightly improved subsequent to G.I. Bill 

and Educational Opportunity Program funding. This high dropout rate can be attributed 

in large part to the English-only and Americanization ideologies of the previous decades, 

which, by the 1960s, were also coming under scrutiny by Mexican American teachers 

and community activists: 

Many believed that knowledge in Spanish should be viewed as an asset not a 
handicap and urged that schools make better use of the home language in the 
learning process. Acknowledging these concerns, the district also recognized that 
1C [the forced assimilation program] was no longer meeting the needs of Spanish-
speaking children and decided to end the program in 1965 and experiment with 
new methods. (de la Trinidad 2008: 100) 

 
Informal and emergent forms of public pressure were taking shape in these critiques of 

English-only and forced-assimilation schooling policies in Tucson. 

 By 1965-67, says scholar-activist and native Tucsonan Baldenegro (1992:71), 

“intense-activity” was occurring in Chicano student organizing (principally at the 

university level), with the products of such work several southwestern youth conferences, 

and a growing network of smaller, local groups. The (Denver) Chicano Youth Liberation 

                                                 
19 The U.S. Department of Education was titled the U.S. Office of Education until 1980. 
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Conference of 1969, the first mass gathering of Chicana/o youth for organization toward 

collective identity articulation and self-determination, produced the Plan Espiritual de 

Aztlán, which – among its foundational claims and goals for Chicano self-determination, 

included very specific references to Chicana/o education: 

EDUCATION must be relative to our people, i.e., history, culture, bilingual 
education, contributions, etc. Community control of our schools, our teachers, our 
administrators, our counselors, and our programs. 
 

An “action item” from the Plan, thus, followed: 

September 16, on the birthdate of Mexican Independence, a national walk-out by 
all Chicanos of all colleges and schools to be sustained until the complete revision 
of the educational system: its policy makers, administration, its curriculum, and 
its personnel to meet the needs of our community. 
 

A month after the Youth Liberation Conference, the youth-organized Santa Barbara 

(California) conference was held, from which emerged a “higher education plan” for 

Chicana/o youth. Explains Rosales, “a major objective was to create college curricula that 

were relevant and useful to the community.” El Plan Espiritual became incorporated into 

the building ideology of the Movement, and the student group Movimiento Estudantíl 

Chicanos de Aztlán (MEChA) was born, uniting all student groups at the time in 

California under a common ideology and rubric. El Plan de Santa Bárbara, the document 

produced by the conference, was “formulated and written as a design for implementing 

Chicano studies programs throughout the University of California system” (Rosales 

1997:183). 

 While Arizona in particular, and the city of Tucson specifically, have been rarely 

highlighted in popular histories of the Chicano movements – regional particularities 

sometimes curtailed action, and more often simply reduced its visibility, such that 

activism in Tucson and southern Arizona did not appear to match the scale of that in 
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Texas, California, and even New Mexico – important organizing and action by youth did 

take place in Tucson during and past the 1960s. Moreover, as we have seen, this action 

had its basis in a long history of organization and activism for education by Spanish-

speaking and Mexican-descent populations in Tucson. While the sparks of the Chicano 

Movement were being stoked at the Denver Youth Liberation Conference, and then the 

Santa Barbara Conference, so too were activists fanning the flames of a local movement 

for youth liberation in Arizona. The movimiento in Phoenix was catalyzed by a 1968 sit-

in at Arizona State University protesting the university’s contract with a linen company 

that mistreated its Mexican workers; the university eventually relented to student 

pressure, and a youth movement was born. By 1970, students at Phoenix’s Union High 

School had organized walkouts designed after California’s student walkouts. 

 At the University of Arizona, a large land-grant university in Tucson, the Mexican 

American Student Association (MASA) was founded in 1967. MASA subsequently 

organized walkouts at Pueblo and Tucson High Schools in 1968, these youths’ main 

grievance the deterioration of schools attributable to the “white flight” that had already 

been identified in severely compromising the state of California schools. The walkouts 

comprised 800 Tucson students, who were subsequently arrested. Says Baldenegro 

(1992:80), ultimately, “few of the [students’] twelve demands were met.”20 Unlike in 

California, however, Rosales (1997:211) says that, 

                                                 
20 These twelve articulated requests, which I discuss elsewhere in this dissertation, as cited by Baldenegro 
(1992:81): “(1) complete bilingual-bicultural education in schools with large concentrations of Chicanos; 
(2) inclusion of Chicano contributions in history courses; (3) hiring of more Chicano teachers, counselors 
and administrators to work in ‘Chicano schools’; (4) an end to the harassment and punishment of Chicano 
students for speaking Spanish on school grounds; (5) an end to the placing of Chicano students in “Basic” 
or mentally retarded classes solely on the basis of the students’ cultural and linguistic background; (6) 
involvement of the Chicano community – students, parents, teachers – in formulating school policies; and 
(7) no retribution against students who participate in the walkouts or other demonstrations (Mexican 
American Liberation Committee, High School, pp.1-2.” 
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The walkouts did not succeed as they had in Los Angeles, i.e., in persuading large 
numbers of students to abandon the classroom. But the... effort brought attention 
to such issues as overcrowding and the need for bilingual education and Chicano 
culture courses. 
 

Whatever the relative size and magnitude of the walkouts at the time, it is of note that, 

some thirty years later, their grievances were remediated through the creation of one of 

the country’s first public-school departments of Mexican American Studies, the Tucson 

Unified School District’s department of Raza/ Mexican American Studies. 

 Ultimately, the essential goals of the founding Chicano movements were, as later 

summarized by Baldenegro (1992:81): 

(1) complete bilingual-bicultural education in schools with large concentrations of 
Chicanos; (2) inclusion of Chicano contributions in history courses; (3) hiring of 
more Chicano teachers, counselors and administrators to work in ‘Chicano 
schools’; (4) an end to the harassment and punishment of Chicano students for 
speaking Spanish on school grounds; (5) an end to the placing of Chicano 
students in “Basic” or mentally retarded classes solely on the basis of the 
students’ cultural and linguistic background; (6) involvement of the Chicano 
community – students, parents, teachers – in formulating school policies; and (7) 
no retribution against students who participate in the walkouts or other 
demonstrations (Mexican American Liberation Committee, High School, pp.1-2). 

 
We will see within this ethnography that, despite the significant gains made by the 

founding Chicano movements in the form of Chicano Studies departments on college 

campuses and – much later – within a handful of public school districts, the majority of 

these demands for Chicana/o educational and institutional-treatment parity remain unmet. 

Worse, these selfsame demands are being ideologically contested, just as they were 

during the 1960s, on the grounds of their “un-Americanness” – or refusal to assimilate to 

hegemonic white “culture” at the expense of collective historical integrity and cultural 

affiliation. It is the selfsame groundbreaking public school Department of Mexican 
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American Studies that was dismantled toward the end of this writing, on the grounds of 

its purportedly insurgent and divisive curriculum and pedagogical approach. 

  

2.5.4  “Imagining” a Movement into Being: Notes on the Significance of Cultural 
Nationalism for Chicanisma/o 
 

As Duany (2002) has pointed out, the investment in cultural nationalism comes to 

be intensified when the nation becomes otherwise difficult to define (cf. Guerra 1998), 

such as is the case when members of the nation no longer reside within the political 

borders of the nation-state. Benedict Anderson’s contribution of the notion of the 

“imagined community” to scholarly discourses on nationalism was, arguably, paradigm-

changing, as it engaged with the ways that members of a nation “imagine” themselves 

into identification with each other through common nationalisms. The theorist suggested, 

essentially, that nations and nationalisms become “imagined political communities” in 

which individuals identify themselves and their countrymen and women as nationals 

through imagining of a shared national fatality symbolized by a common, primordial 

language (Anderson 1983). Anderson’s concept of the “imagined community” held that 

such communities are conceived by their members as a “deep, horizontal comradeship” 

through this supposed common access to print - and later, televised – media. 

While addressing the impetuses behind the formation of nation-states themselves, 

Anderson nevertheless failed to explore the ways in which these “imagined communities” 

come to be felt, or lived – “structures of feeling,” in theorist Raymond Williams’ 

formulation (1977). The failure to understand the embodied experience of “imagined 

communities” necessitated new analytical expeditions into “cultural nationalism,” which 

posits that nations are bound or even created through the sharing of common cultural 
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elements and origin myths, and visceral experiences of national belonging ensue within 

this constellation of cultural/nationalist practices. Cultural nationalism has the potential to 

not only ideologically unify landed nation-states, but also to create and bind 

deterritorialized nations through various felt practices. The import of symbolic and felt 

practices for the aggregation of a deterritorialized “nation” and [cultural] “nationality,” 

and the origin myths that emerge and sustain the community, will become evident in the 

Chicana/o youth activist community(ies) of this ethnography in multiple ways. 

Yet the same collapsing tendencies evident in “imagined communities” 

theorization have occurred within the theorization of cultural nationalism. And again, the 

relative salience and importance of varied categories of lived experience – particularly 

gender – have frequently being crushed under the weight of race- and ethnicity scrutiny. 

Such collapsings and aborted understandings are not only analytical problems, as with the 

application of a narrow frame of understanding to processes of nation-building, but are 

also practical, as when they influence the experiences and opportunities available to 

individuals within cultural nationalist projects of national-interest and -identity 

advancement, such as that of the Chicano movements, historical and contemporary. This 

is a critical analytical flaw whose effects I will discuss at length in Chapter Six’s 

discussion of gender. 

 Fernández (2002) suggests that the birth of Chicano cultural nationalism was 

coeval with the origins of the original Chicano Movements in the 1960s, made manifest 

in the concept of “Aztlán.” Within the Movement’s founding document, the Plan 

Espiritual de Aztlán, Fernández argues, the concept of this mythical homeland was 

central to quickening heterogeneous individuals of Mexican descent into a nation: “The 
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historical myth of Aztlán served as the political motif around which a sense of 

community was invented in the late 1960s. Serving as the basis for the reclamation of the 

original homeland, Aztlán was indeed an imagined community” (2002: 32). The 

“Amerindian myth of Aztlán”21 (ibid.) itself is traced to the poet and cultural theorist 

Alurista, who 

...understood that national consciousness presupposed the existence of a nation, 
which in the classic sense had a common culture, a language of its own, a territory 
that had been held in common over many generations, an economy of its own, and 
a sociopolitical structure. Alurista was aware that he was inventing a sense of 
community for the movement, for he saw Aztlán as “an ancient Nahuatl myth 
which described the prehistoric motherland of the Indians in the American 
continent, [and] became a contemporary metaphor for a nation in the making.” 
 

Gupta and Ferguson (1997:69) have noted that “imagined communities ... come to be 

attached to imagined places, as displaced peoples cluster around remembered or imagined 

homelands.” The necessitation of an “imagined” homeland can be linked to the 

challenging project of consolidating and defining a nation’s population that includes 

individuals with broadly varying immigration histories and experiences, such as that of 

Chicanas/os in the United States. It is for this reason that Alurista astutely understood 

that, 

the need for the self-redefinition of Chicano identity was tied to two common 
threads. First, self-definition was based on a cultural heritage that distinguished 
Chicano culture from that of the United States. [Alurista] recognized that the 
uniqueness of Chicano culture could be used not only as a source of pride but also 
as a motivating catalyst and a dynamic force for resistance. Second, a self 
redefinition was connected to a nationalist consciousness which differentiated 
Chicanos from other immigrants to the Unites States since it was, originally, the 
United States that came to Mexicans, occupying Mexican territory by the force of 
arms... (Fernández 2002:32-33) 
 

                                                 
21 Fernández (2002: 32) describes Aztlán, as conceived in El Plan Espiritual de Aztlán, as “...the land of the 
north... the mytho-historical place of origin from whence the Aztecs had set out in search of a new 
homeland.” 
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While the importance of cultural nationalism for the Movement has been historically 

agreed upon by Movement analysts and activists, alike, much disagreement characterized 

the relative uniqueness of 1960s-style nationalist orientations and their attendant forms of 

social action. Rosales (1997:195), for instance, suggested that: 

The Mexican American generation had a far greater influence on the Chicano 
generation than ever imagined. In sensitizing their children, using an ideology that 
had changed little since the MAM22 days, it succeeded in instilling a strong 
reformist agenda, if not notions of identity. This meant that, as young U.S. 
Mexicans coalesced into a definable Chicano Movement, their core social 
objectives rarely differed from the older generation’s. 
 

Baldenegro (1992), however, strongly disagreed – he stressed that the founding Chicano 

movements entailed fundamental clashes between youth activists and their parents’ 

generation of activists. The writers of the Plan de Santa Bárbara concurred, implicitly 

characterizing earlier generations of activists as assimilated to, rather than fully conscious 

and critical of, hegemonic white society: 

Chicanismo involves a crucial distinction in political consciousness between a 
Mexican American and a Chicano mentality. The Mexican American is a person 
who lacks respect for his culture and ethnic heritage. Unsure of himself, he seeks 
assimilation as a way out his “degraded” social status. Consequently, he remains 
politically ineffective. In contrast, Chicanismo reflects self-respect and pride in 
one’s ethnic and cultural background ... The Chicano acts with confidence and 
with a range of alternatives in the political world. 

 
Regardless of contemporary youths’ relative frustrations or affiliations with their parents’ 

generations, analysts on the whole agree that the youth movements of the 1960s were 

qualitatively different, emblemized by the new and powerful organizing principle of 

cultural nationalism. 

 Several argue that cultural nationalism was, in the 1970s briefly supplanted by 

Marxist re-orientations toward class (rather than ethnicity), but has continued to dominate 

                                                 
22 Mexican American Movement, circa 1930s-1960s. 
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Chicanismo throughout the past four decades. Yet its utility as both organizing principle 

and analytical frame has seen significant limits. Rosales, for instance, was subtlely 

critical of the ways in which cultural nationalism stood in for more substantive, or 

authentic connections to Mexican heritage by second-generation youth (cf. 1997:175). 

Far more frequently, however, critics have made the point that the collapsing qualities 

inherent to cultural nationalism render categories of experience such as gender invisible, 

at best, and purposefully elided, at worst. Such collapsing properties were evident as 

early as the Plan de Santa Barbara, in fact, which claimed that, “nationalism as the key 

to organization transcends all religious, political, class, and economic factions or 

boundaries.” Urrieta (2004:4), similarly, pointed out that cultural nationalism during the 

founding movimiento: 

essentialized a counter-image of who Chicanos/as were supposed to be. Concepts 
like la familia, carnalismo, the ‘role’ of mujeres often stereotyped and prescribed 
the role of men and women...” 
 

Challenges to cultural nationalism – which were already incipient in the critiques of 

Chicana activists of the 1970s – came to be more broadly mounted in the 1980s and 

1990s. 

 

2.6  Conclusions: Situating the 21st Century Chicana/o Youth Activist 
 

In this chapter, I have presented the signal contributions of globalization and 

transnationalism theory for a deeply socio-political-economic understanding of the contexts 

within which both the subjectivities and collective social justice actions of young Chicanas/os 

in Tucson take shape. I suggest that postmodern approaches to theorizing late-20th and early-

21st century globalization expanded the analytical imagination, particularly with respect to 

the possibilities inherent in new flows and new circuits of communicative and symbolic 
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content. Nonetheless, postmodernism tended toward a vast overapproximation of the creative 

and liberatory potential inherent to such new types and degrees of global exchange. The real, 

continued, and duly acknowledged power of the nation-state to control its subjects 

through coercion was seen to be obtained in opposition to globalizing economic forces, 

rather than in complicity – or at least articulation – with them. Similarly, the literature of 

“globalized” youth tended, for this reason, to myopically focus on “culture” – as if 

“global youth culture” had inherently liberatory possibility and was discrete from the 

state constrictures within which all “globalized” youth (and their expressive forms) 

remain situated. 

Additionally, postmodern presumptions of the fundamental newness of 

“globalizing” forces rendered use of the paradigm limited for understandings of global 

and transnational insertions in places like Tucson, since this border city maintains a 

particular and unique history that has been characterized by what I argue were 

“transnational” populations at least a century before the dawn of what is currently called 

“globalization.” A few postmodernists, such as Appadurai (2002), made the important 

acknowledgement that, while the current era of globalization does seem to be 

qualitatively and quantitatively different from earlier eras of international interaction, 

nations have yet throughout history engaged with one another via commerce, religious 

quests and crusades, exploration, and colonization. On the whole, nonetheless, 

postmodern scholars failed to link “postmodern” individual, collective, and cultural 

identity formation(s) to larger historical relations. This is problematic for the 

ethnographer seeking to understand both local culture(s) and local and national histories 

as not simply dislocated sets of (cultural) practices and dispositions, or (historical) series 

of events, but as systems of relations constitutive of the options available for individual 
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and collective identity formations and practical action. Such a concern is fundamental for 

those who, like myself, seek to understand the ways in which individuals, and the 

organizations and collectives that they create, actually recognize and capitalize on 

possibilities for subaltern resistance, and at other times are unable or uninterested in 

doing so. 

For these reasons, I have committed the bulk of this chapter to developing a 

political-economic approach for the theorization of transnational and border-dwelling 

youth; social movements and youth social movements; and the particular local histories 

within which contemporary Chicana/o youth social action must be situated. I have taken 

seriously Mintz’s (1998) contentions that we must not let the sparkle of globalization’s 

supposed newness and opportunity blind us to the ways in which globalization has 

historical precedents, proceeds unevenly across specific places and times, and must 

therefore be understood in relation to local histories. Attentive to these contentions, I 

have examined in depth both the origins and evolution of the early Chicano movements 

and the educational and activist histories of Tucson itself, crafting a multiply informed 

analytical approach to understanding the activist identifications and manifestations 

evident in my ethnography. I have additionally explored the dominant contemporary 

theorization of social movements, within which I will later locate current forms of 

Chicana/o youth mobilization. In this framing of my ethnography’s youth action, I will 

problematize some elements of prevailing New Social Movements theorization. 

If we draw just a few lasting conclusions for the study of a current social 

movement and its youthful genitors from this chapter’s deep examination of 

globalization, transnationalism and borderlands theorization, they should be the 
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following: First, Mintz’s (1998) fundamental contention that we must turn our attention 

to the local and the historical in order to understand the ways in which globalization 

proceeds unevenly across specific places and times is paramount: Understanding the 

unevenness of globalizing impetuses, along with the particular – usually expropriative 

and exploitative – characteristics they manifest, reminds us that we must understand not 

only who are made mobile in the new, globalized economic system, but who are the 

many who are rendered immobile by it – forcefully rebuked into oppressed class 

positions. This holds significance for understanding the relative ability of subaltern 

populations to challenge their positions vis-à-vis hegemonic actors and forces. Secondly, 

we must pay heed to Rouse’s  argument that it is not only the reinscription or 

reformulation of nationalism(s) that the heterogenizing forces of globalization promotes 

(something I will turn to in my discussion of borderlands white cultural nationalism, or 

nativism, in Chapter Seven), but also the intensification of state-corporation collusion, 

and therein state-“bourgeoisie” identification (1995:360) – a tendency which serves to 

severely limit the agency of individuals and populations. 

In his study of young Black activists at the end of the 20th century, Lang 

(2001:113-114) drew to a similar conclusion: 

This economic shift [“a growing wealth gap, and the devaluation of currencies, 
wages and workers’ benefits and union protection ... and greater overall inequality 
in the distribution of income”] has had two important political correlatives. The 
first has been an all-out war on the gains of progressive social movements, and a 
retreat from the facade of bourgeois democracy, rationalized via appeals to “law 
and order.” Hence, the merging of corporate interests and social control. 
 

Nevertheless, we know that resistances have emerged – including not only those of 

Lang’s Black youth activists but also young Chicanas/os, and other national and global 

youth – and it is precisely in understanding how they do so – despite, and at times 
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patently in response to, such tightening hegemonic strictures – that we may come to 

understand how in concrete situations globalization and transnationalism does in fact 

open new spaces of contestation and resistance for subaltern populations. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE SCHOOL AS SITE: HISTORICAL AND POLITICAL-ECONOMIC 
CONTEXTS OF POWER, IDENTITY, AND ENGAGEMENT IN SCHOOLING 

 

Schools are places where fundamental values and assumptions about cultural 
difference get played out in varying policies and practices, and where school 
actors – teachers, administrators, students, and their parents – develop strategies 
in response to one another and to prevailing policies ... [S]chools often crystallize 
the kinds of conflicts and accommodations around cultural differences occurring 
in others spheres of local and national society. (Levinson 2002, p.ix; my 
emphasis) 

 

3.1  Introduction: Theorizing Education in its Political-Economic Context 

This study examines the institution of the school as the context, rather than the 

subject of its inquiries. To understand this context, it is critical to understand the varied 

and complex ways in which schooling has articulated with both contemporary modes of 

capitalism and the corollary political and popular rhetorics. Otherwise put, I am 

contextualizing here the site of my study in a deeply political, economic, and historical 

way, for the express purpose of bringing to the fore historical and current hegemonic 

elements, such that we may better understand the contemporary institution and set of 

paradigms within which students find themselves, and in articulation with which youth 

and student activists, specifically, are working. 

In the introduction, The Purposes of Education in Theory and Practice: Schooling 

in the 20th -21st Century United States, I trace the political economy of schooling 

ideology, policy, and practice over the past century, and focus on the ways in which these 

have reflected or otherwise articulated with successive, dominant modes of capitalism.  

Debate over the purpose and nature of schooling has characterized United States policy 

since the mid- to late 19th century (Gelberg 1997): with the rise of the precursor of 
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today’s public schooling program in the mid-1800s, discussion regarding the mandate 

and uses of public education came prominently to the fore. This debate has waxed and 

waned cyclically over the past century (Brown & Clignet 2000), with the globalizing 

trends of recent decades providing newly interesting and challenging contours to the 

debate. In this introductory section, I discuss five succeeding stages of capitalism in the 

United States in the subsections, The Fordist Model; The Keynesian Welfare State 

Settlement; 1950s – Early 1970s: Consolidation to Maturation of the Fordist-Keynesian 

System; 1970s- Late 1980s: Economic Crisis, the End of Fordism-Keynesianism, and 

Late Capitalism; and 1990s – Present: Flexible Accumulation and Globalization. The 

decades of 1960 to the present receive particular attention for three reasons: (1) The 

modern era of late, or “fast,” capitalism had its most visible and pronounced origins in 

these decades; (2) This time was characterized by the emergence of groundbreaking new 

paradigms regarding the nature and role of schooling and its relationship to race, 

nationality, immigration, and youth identity; and, (3) These decades fomented several 

critically important social movements, including the Chicano movements, which have 

been discussed in Chapter Two. 

Following the introduction, I trace the history of public education – including its 

popular recriminations and collective contests – in Tucson. In the subsequent section, I 

examine in greater depth articulations of schooling, power, and the reproduction of the 

U.S. nation-state in the section, The State in the School: Theorizing Manifestations and 

Contestations of Power and Ideology in Education. In subsections, Social Reproduction, 

Cultural Reproduction, and Cultural Production, I present both the principle 
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contributions and oversights of these three critical and progressive paradigms within the 

theorizing of education. 

 

3.1.1  The Purposes of Education in Theory and Practice: Schooling in the 20th -21st 
Century United States 
 

Drawing largely on Robertson’s (2000) analyses of the co-evolution of United 

States capitalism and education policy (cf. Harvey 1990), in the following I highlight the 

(sometimes overlapping) stages in such development. I examine the century as divided 

into the following notable periods: (1) Early decades: emergence of the Fordist model of 

production; (2) 1930s-1940s: Economic crisis and origins of the Keynesian welfare state 

settlement; (3) 1950s- early 1970s: Post-war economic boom and consolidation of the 

Fordist state; (4) 1970s- late 1980s: Economic crisis and end of the Keynesian welfare 

state and Fordism; (5) 1990s-present: Late capitalism, flexible accumulation, and 

accelerated globalization. 

 

The Fordist Model 

 With its origins in the Taylorist model of management, first introduced at the turn 

of the century and soon thereafter summarized in The Principles of Scientific 

Management (Taylor 1911), Fordism quickly became the hegemonic form of 

organization for both industry and institutions such as the school. Preceding the 

emergence of Taylorism, Robertson (2000:79) suggests, socioeconomic factors had 

converged to set the stage for a major paradigmatic transition: “By the 1890s, rapid 

industrialisation, urbanisation and immigration – linked to declining levels of profitability 

– had created the conditions for widespread political and social crisis.” In the meantime, 
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implications for education abounded: “In the United States, rising levels of inflation and a 

diminished capacity for communities to raise taxes placed severe pressure on the 

educational system” (ibid.). 

This fiscal strain on public schools, coupled with the ideological pressures of 

industrial change and immigrant assimilation, colluded with the newly emergent Fordist 

paradigm in ways that profoundly influenced both (Gelberg 1997; Robertson 2000). 

Answering the public outcry for school reform, Fordist-influenced education critics 

assailed schools as inefficient and called for the centralization of planning and the 

codification of curriculum. Implications for students included a renewed focus on 

vocational preparation, and – predictably – the codification, or standardization, of 

curriculum, as well as the designations of “success” and “failure.” Thus, as Darling-

Hammond (1997:16-17) concludes, “Like manufacturing industries, schools were [during 

this period] developed as specialized organizations run by carefully prescribed 

procedures engineered to yield standard products.” 

 

The Keynesian Welfare State Settlement 

 Responding to the near-demise of the capitalist state during the severe economic 

depression of the 1930s and the later fiscal strictures of the World War II period, the 

Keynesian welfare state emerged. Derived from the ideas of contemporary economist 

John Maynard Keynes, the “Keynesianism” principles within which this welfare-state 

system was grounded sought to ensure a modicum of financial security for all, such that 

the mass consumption upon which the Fordist state was predicated would not again be so 
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severely compromised. Describing this moment in the crisis of the Fordist-capitalist state, 

Harvey says: 

Increasingly, the legitimation of state power depended on the ability to spread the 
benefits of Fordism over all and to find ways to deliver adequate health care, 
housing and educational services on a massive scale but in a humane and caring 
way. (Harvey 1990:139) 
 

In addition to transforming in scope, the educational system became transformed in 

character during this time. Robertson points to an emergent focus on “expertise” 

(2000:98-99; see also Gelberg 1997) as partially characterizing this transition. 

Commitment to the idea of “expertise” had the simultaneous effects of, (a) locating 

ultimate knowledge in education administration professionals, or the “educational 

bureaucracy” (ibid.) – rather than teachers; and, critically, (b) facilitating the tracking of 

schoolchildren, such that 

Education [became] an increasingly mechanism for sifting and sorting, selecting 
and stratifying within society, particularly for the new professional and service 
class, as well as for promoting the knowledge and skills for the Fordist regime of 
accumulation. (ibid.) 
 

In the blithe words of contemporary school reformer Ellwood Cubberly, “[schools 

should] give up the exceedingly democratic idea that all are equal, and that our society is 

devoid of classes” (Gelberg 1997:39). Thus, through both the implementation of business 

models of efficiency in the classroom and the system-wide tracking of students into 

comprehensive or vocational education, schooling became fundamental to not only 

reproducing but also legitimating the dominant political-economic order. 

 



 116

1950s- early-1970s: Consolidation to Maturation of the Fordist-Keynesian System 

The 1950s through the early 1970s were characterized by the consolidation and 

maturation of the Fordist-Keynesian system, marked by the increasing alienation of 

educational form and function from locality. Meanwhile, The United States enjoyed a 

post-war economic boom beginning in the late 1940s, and education and employment 

options for young people were greatly expanded as the GI Bill provided subsidized post-

secondary education and vocational training for veterans (ibid.). 

The Supreme Court ruling on Brown v. Board of Education desegregating 

education similarly exerted a strong effect on the shape of schools themselves. In the 

realm of school reform, the ferment of social unrest that was beginning to characterize 

U.S. society at large combined with a teacher shortage and manifested in protest 

movements among students of color and teachers, “movements that would challenge the 

symbiotic relationship between businessmen, professionals, and school managers” 

(Gelberg 1997:69). And, as we have seen, it was at this same time that the Chicano 

movements were born within, in large part, public schools and universities. 

 

1970s- Late 1980s: Economic Crisis, the End of Fordism-Keynesianism, and Late 
Capitalism 
 

By the mid-1970s, the social unrest of the late 1960s, and emergent discomfiture 

of economic decline, had converged with a nascent era of U.S. capitalism to generate a 

new wave of school reform. This reform ostensibly focused on the reintegration of 

humanist education into curricula that carried the legacy of post-Sputnik utilitarian 

educational planning. The influential 1983 report, A Nation at Risk, promoted the same 

Cold War fears of U.S. technological decline that had two decades earlier precipitated 
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technological and vocational emphases in school curricula, but now argued that future 

U.S. economic security would be threatened without comprehensive education for 

American youth. A brief period of academic preparedness for all thus commenced, to be 

revised by the late 1980s into a renewed system of tracking – now sorting students into 

college-bound and workplace-bound trajectories. 

Meanwhile, despite the apparent shift of focus away from utilitarian education 

principles and towards more holistic approaches during the 1980s, schools continued all 

the while to serve as incubators for hegemonic business interests (Gelberg 1997). Gelberg 

and others (Lewis et al. 1998; Ray & Mickelson 1993; Rosenbaum 2001) delineate the 

accusations that began to emanate from business leaders during the 1970s and 1980s, in 

which schools were blamed for an apparent shortage of highly trained, highly skilled 

workers; high-level education managers and policymakers capitulated. Scholars like Ray 

and Mickelson point out in no uncertain terms – much like education critics responding to 

the industrialists’ calls in earlier decades – that the resulting tracking and targeted 

training of students served most pronouncedly to widen the gap between elites and non-

elites: boys and girls; affluent and low-income; white youth and youth of color; and urban 

and rural youth. 

 

1990s- Present: Flexible Accumulation and Globalization 

The present era of “flexible accumulation” (Harvey 1990) has been characterized 

by the rise of multinational and transnational enterprise. This relocation of capital and 

further dislocation of labor from that capital has in some ways realized the visions of both 

pro- and anti-globalization critics. That is to say that while the imaginable opportunities 
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to youth in the United States have proliferated, the equalizing dream of the pro-

globalizationists (see, for instance, Crimmins et al. 1991), the real opportunities for youth 

have in fact become ever more heavily circumscribed according to race, class, gender, 

and other characteristics (cf. Ray & Mickelson 1993), as foreseen by globalization 

cautionaries. It is from an understanding of this multifractal political-economic context, 

in which opportunities, experiences, identities, and even the locus of educational 

“authority” have become more complexly and broadly conceived (even while in other 

ways they have become more firmly constricted), that I move into a theorization of 

schooling on the U.S.-Mexico border at the turn of the twenty-first century. 

 

3.2  Schooling the Border: Education and Power in Tucson History 

 One of the most pervasive myths of Chicano and Latino education is the supposed 

lack of investment and interest by Latino communities in their own schooling. A short 

glimpse at the history of public education in Tucson quickly corrects that self-serving 

axiom, and also reveals the historical depth of local action for educational opportunity of 

Mexican descent youth in the city and region. The following draws principally from the 

excellent critical histories of Tucson and southern Arizona by anthropologist Sheridan 

(1992) and border historian de la Trinidad (2008). 

Formerly Mexican residents established the first school system in Tucson (in 

Sheridan’s (1992:2) cogent summary, they “pioneered both private and public education” 

in the late nineteenth century. Native Tucsonan Francisco Solano León was one of three 

members of the school committee when Tucson’s first school district was established in 

1867 (ibid:46), and by 1870, a group of seventeen local businessmen with Spanish 
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surnames had petitioned Arizona’s territorial delegate to Congress for a public school 

system: “...most members of the Mexican elite worked tirelessly to establish public 

schools in Southern Arizona” (ibid.:46).23 Estevan Ochoa, chairman of Tucson’s 

Committee on Public Education in 1871-72, led a collective charge to successfully 

institute a property tax to fund the city’s first school – despite intense opposition from 

Catholic clergy. Just three years later, Ochoa donated land and funding for the 

construction of a second school, when the first reached capacity. Peer Carlos Tully 

became the first superintendent of public instruction for the city in the 1890s. Local 

teacher Ignacio Bonillas, meanwhile, would become a pivotal part of the Mexican 

Revolution while contributing many years to the education of Tucson youth, later 

becoming Mexican ambassador to the United States in the 1910s.24 

Nonetheless, Sheridan points out, this illustrious history did little to insulate 

contemporary and later students in Tucson’s public schools from the dismissive and, at 

times, outright abusive attitudes of Anglo teachers. Further, systems of tracking and 

forced assimilation – most notably, through severe restrictions on Spanish speaking – 

subjugated many students of Mexican descent, severely curtailing their later educational 

and employment opportunities. By the 1860s, Mexicans in Tucson had been relegated to 

the bottom of an economic hierarchy, despite the fact that they had built the city and 

region upon their labor in the fields, on the railroads, and in the mines, as well as around 

                                                 
23 While men held the vastly greater share of social and political power in Tucson, and the fruits of their 
efforts toward public education accrued only to boys (girls were not sent to early public schools), it must be 
noted here that women, too – to the degree that they were able – participated in efforts toward early public 
instruction. Sheridan (1986:47) documents the efforts of a group of Mexican-descent women who, also in 
the late 1860s, successfully petitioned the Sisters of St. Joseph to open a school for girls, an effort that 
culminated in the opening of the “Academy for Young Ladies” in 1870. 
24 While Mintz might have termed those like Bonilla “international” citizens, I suggest that those like him – 
deeply involved in the movement of socio-political history on both sides of the border – were some of the 
first “transnational” citizens, despite occupying a distinctly different era with respect to flows of capital. 
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the hearth – and were at this very time creating the town’s first school system. And while 

continued immigration from Mexico might superficially be used to explain such a divide 

of Spanish-surnamed individuals into lower-paid employment in Tucson, versus the 

ascent of (even much newer) Anglo migrants into high-paid positions, Sheridan pointedly 

clarifies the precise superficiality of such an assumption. In this, he draws attention back 

to the very school system that Spanish-speaking Tucsonans instituted (1986:5): 

...Mexican migration alone does not explain the persistent economic 
subordination of Hispanics in Tucson. Mexicans entering the community may 
have labored under initial linguistic and educational disadvantages, but these 
disadvantages soon became institutionalized by an inequitable school system... 
 

Significantly, Sheridan adds that such “institutionalized subordination” was not the result 

of any formal policies or legislation identifiable in the historical record, revealing that 

such institutionalized oppression occurred through some of the same mechanisms that it 

does today: the hegemonic reproduction of certain standards and “norms” that cast other 

values, norms, and ways of being as sub-standard. Indeed, castigation of students for 

speaking Spanish began almost as early as public instruction in Tucson, rendering it 

perhaps the less surprising that 150 years later, just prior to the start of this fieldwork, 

fears around immigration in the Tucson region were championed in the passage of anti-

bilingual education legislation. 

Despite these significant and growing disparities, ensuing racial and ethnic 

conflict never obtained in Tucson, Sheridan (1986:3) suggests, to the degree that it did in 

neighboring cities and states, 

Tucson never experienced the vicious ethnic conflict of the lower Río Grande 
Valley in Texas, nor was it wracked by race riots like those that sporadically 
broke out in southern California communities, 
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Tucsonans nevertheless mounted numerous challenges to their continuing and shifting 

oppression by dominant Anglos. One of the most notable iterations of such resistance was 

the formation of mutualistas, or mutual aid societies, throughout the late 1800s. Such 

organizations were created largely in response to the dislocation of newer immigrants 

from families, communities, and other networks of support in Mexico. These 

organizations, arguably the deep-history precursor of both the 1960s Chicano movements 

and today’s movement activity, “offered their members a whole series of material and 

psychological benefits”: in addition to basic insurances around access to capital in cases 

of illness or death, 

their elaborate rituals and their strong moral codes served as touchstones for 
people who were trying to create meaningful lives for themselves during times of 
bewildering change. (Sheridan 1986:108) 

 
The largest mutualista in the United States, the Alianza Hispano-Americana, was 

founded by approximately fifty Tucsonans in 1894. By the 1930s, the Alianza claimed 

the membership of 17,000 members across the western United States and northern 

Mexico (ibid:108). Among others, Acuña (1981) has suggested that these mutualistas 

represented the earliest foreshadowings of the post-World War II “militant” Mexican 

American organizations that carried out much of the work of the 1960s movements. As 

we have seen, those 1960s-era movements not only provided qualitatively new sets of 

“rituals and moral codes,” or symbols, signs and icons around which collectives 

mobilized and constituted new meanings of “culture” and “ethnicity,” but also fought to 

gain access to some of the same material-symbolic provisions as their earlier counterparts 

– notably, equitable and representative education. 
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3.2.1  The State in/of the School: Theorizing Manifestations and Contestations of 
Power and Ideology in Education 
 

The key to understanding school performance is not in the study of mental 
aptitude or attitude toward schooling; it is in understanding the dynamics of 
material cultural settings [in which schooling occurs]. (Moll & Diaz 1987) 
 
Sociocultural research in education began to coalesce in the United States in the 

mid-1960s, not coincidentally at the time that the Chicano movements were coalescing 

and building, when scholars from a number of disciplines – including anthropology, 

sociology, cognitive psychology, sociolinguistics, and education – came increasingly to 

critique conventional educational research and to call for an interrogation of the 

demonstrated educational disparities between middle-class and working-class children 

(Roseberry, McIntyre & Gonzalez 2001). As we have seen, liberal-leaning education 

reformers and cultural critics alike had throughout the history of formalized schooling in 

the United States suggested that the function of schooling should be egalitarian and 

humanist, or focused on the creative and holistic development of all individuals. In its 

practice, however, formal education in the United States had been observed to be more 

consistently implicated in the solidification – at times exacerbation – of existing class 

hierarchies (Apple 1982; Bowles & Gintis 1976; Gelberg 1997; Giroux 1983; Levinson, 

Foley and Holland 1996). 

In the following sections, I discuss the political-economic role of the school and 

educational system at large in relationship to the contemporary nation-state, and from 

there move on to analyses of the literatures that consider students’ school performance in 

dynamic relationship with hegemonic strictures. Because this research takes the site of 

the school as the context, not the object, of its analysis, I will touch only very briefly here 

on the important literatures regarding pedagogical content and style. I intend here, rather, 
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to develop a way of understanding the school as the social and political context within 

which youth subjectivities – including the subaltern, resistance, and “activist” practices of 

students, whether enacted within or outside the school – are developed, challenged, and 

otherwise negotiated. 

 

Social Reproduction 

About a decade after the first quickening of analytical attention and research on 

class-based disparities in schooling, there emerged an important contingent of socio-

cultural research on education, grounded in Marx’s notions of capitalist reproduction. 

Bowles and Gintis’ 1976 volume, Schooling in Capitalist America, introduced this era of 

theorization on schooling and the state. Grounding their analysis in the Marxist premise 

that state institutions serve both to reproduce capitalist subjects and to legitimate the 

capitalist state itself, Bowles and Gintis argued that the function and effect of U.S. 

schools is principally that of social reproduction. Their argument was correspondent with 

data that demonstrated that, while the completion of secondary school and enrollment in 

higher education had increased drastically in proportion since the World War period, the 

links between educational attainment and employment opportunity, and between class 

status and educational success, were as tenuous (and dismal) as they had ever been.  

Despite the micro-reforms of education and civil rights legislation of the 1960s, 

the educational prospects for lower class youth (disproportionately including youth of 

color) remained poor; the link between educational attainment and economic prospects 

for those lower class youth who did benefit from the trend towards higher education 

remained similarly weak. Bowles and Gintis argued forcefully that this reproduction of 
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class hierarchy is precisely the role of what Althusser (1977) would have called the 

“Ideological State Apparatuses” of the state, or (in this case) schools. 

 

Cultural Reproduction 

A body of theorists whose work came to be termed the “cultural reproduction” 

school, including Bourdieu and Passeron (1977 [cf. 1990 edition preface]), Apple (1982, 

1995), and Giroux (1983), derived many of their initial insights from the work of Bowles 

and Gintis. As the work of the Cultural Production theorists progressed, however, they 

converged on a paradigm they considered more explicative of human culture and agency, 

what later scholars within the paradigm, Foley (1994) and Willis (1994), termed 

“Cultural Reproduction.”25 The Cultural Reproductionists acknowledged that a strict 

Marxist framework, as characterized by the social reproductionists’ interpretations of 

Althusser, was highly economically deterministic, and left little room for cultural forms 

such as style. More significantly, the model failed to examine the interpretation, 

negotiation, and contestation of hegemonic norms by individuals (such “hegemonic 

norms” would include, in the school setting, explicit hegemony – as manifested in 

curriculum and pedagogical styles, for instance; and more implicit forms – norms of 

behavior, dress, etc.). 

In Bourdieu’s theory-advancing formulation of cultural reproduction in schools 

were interwoven the concepts of “symbolic capital” and “habitus.” The notion of 

                                                 
25 The consensus on this term is lacking in the literature, as Levinson and Holland (1994) at times use 
“cultural reproduction” and “cultural production” interchangeably. I have chosen here to use them as Willis 
(1994) and Foley (1994) have, with “cultural reproduction” encompassing the school of thought that 
followed “social reproduction” and added an attention to culture; and “cultural production” denoting the 
work that followed “cultural reproduction” with an expanded attention to the articulations of culture, race, 
gender, and so on with class. 
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“symbolic” capital served to expand the traditional Marxist view of capital, the 

differential allocation of which has been characterized as perpetuating system-

maintaining inequalities. Through the idea of “habitus,” in turn, Bourdieu suggested that 

hegemony is perpetuated not only through overt tactics of repression (school tracking, for 

instance), but also through codified, covert means. In Levinson and Holland’s (1994:6) 

words, 

...nonelite persons…tend to develop a “sense of their social limits.” As these 
limits become permanently inscribed in a person’s “habitus,” he or she learns to 
self-censor and self-silence in the company of those with greater social standing. 
 

Thus it is on a number of levels, including the economic but also the cultural, quotidian, 

that hierarchies of power and privilege are reproduced via schooling. 

This portion of Bourdieu’s argument laid the groundwork for many critics in the 

“cultural reproduction” school, as well as some of their later counterparts. Yet the 

theories were still economically reductionistic. Their most notable fault was the equation 

of symbolic capital with class status, which left little room for an understanding of the 

ways in which hierarchies organized along lines of race or gender, for instance, might 

articulate with class and socioeconomic opportunity. Apple (1982:3), for instance, 

supported Bourdieu’s use of the notion of “hegemony” (as formulated by Gramsci 

[1971]), rather than on what he considered social reproductionists’ presumption of 

“indoctrination”; yet, like Bourdieu, Apple proposed that hierarchies of gender, race, and 

the like were mostly reducible to class, with little instrumental affect of their own. Many 

later theorists of education have demonstrated that this formulation is simplistic, and 

often incorrect – these insights will be explored in the later section, The Literature of 

Immigrant and Minority Youth in U.S. Schools. Yet Apple’s contributions to the literature 
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on schooling and the state continue to be notable for their attention to both the dynamics 

of hegemony and what he calls “lived culture” (1982:8), or student agency and resistance. 

 

Cultural Production 

Willis’ (1977) research among working-class British students, though the work of 

a cultural studies scholar, still arguably represents the most sophisticated and important 

contribution to the anthropology of schooling, culture, and political economy. Foley’s 

(1994) answer to Willis itself represents a benchmark in the study of politicoeconomic 

conditions of schooling for immigrant and minority youth in the U.S. Both scholars wove 

into their narration of schooling and political economy the performance of culture and 

resistance by students. 

Willis’ landmark ethnography of working-class youth in industrial Great Britain, 

Learning to Labor (1977), made one of its most important contributions in its 

demonstration of the sophistication of analysis that could be derived from qualitative 

study in located sites. More significantly for theorists of youth, education, and power, it 

complicated notions of agency, hegemony, and resistance by documenting how the 

Hammertown “lads” recognized and rejected hegemonic norms of behavior and school 

achievement, in the process paradoxically reinscribing their own oppression through the 

circumscription of school “achievement” and, presumably, future choices available to 

them. Willis’ ethnography demonstrated clearly that the “lads” understood the 

socioeconomic constraints facing them, and the very limited ongoing employment 

options that would be available to them regardless of schooling outcomes. Willis’ most 

important contribution may, therefore, have been to link our understanding of schooling 
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attitudes and goals to pragmatic understandings, or resistances, as expressed in counter-

hegemonic cultural forms. Important to this is the continued understanding that these 

cultural, expressive practices are yet defined within a field of economic/social relations. 

Thus,  

The essence of the cultural and of cultural forms in our capitalist society is their 
contribution towards the creative, uncertain and tense social reproduction of 
distinctive kinds of relationships. Cultural reproduction26 in particular always 
carries with it the possibility of producing – indeed in a certain sense it really lives 
out – alternative incomes.” (Willis 1977:172; emphasis in original) 
 
Foley’s (1994) work, very much the intellectual descendent of Willis’, explored 

the “expressive practices” of several categories of working-class youth (“Mexicano,” 

white, etc.) in a rural Texas town. Taking seriously critiques of Willis’ work which 

considered it overly class deterministic, or dismissive of the full contours of race and 

gender (e.g., McRobbie 1978), Foley discussed the articulations of race and gender with 

class and cultural practice. Foley’s account documented resistances as organized along 

lines of race and nationalism, rather than solely by class consciousness. On the whole, he 

argued, the capitalist system is reproduced not only through the complexly organized 

relegation of low-status groups to inferior schooling experiences and employment 

opportunities, but also through the reproduction of cultural capital in high-status youth 

and not those of lower status.27 Thus, in the end, 

The bourgeois group (or most of them) are…guaranteed social prominence, 
school success, and ultimately economic power. The cultural logic of the 
capitalist system is thus enacted in every new generation. (Willis 1994:ix) 
 

                                                 
26 Note that while he employs the term, “cultural reproduction” here, Willis in later writings refers to his 
theorizations as within a “cultural production” paradigm (Willis 1994; see also footnote #6); it is for this 
same reason that I include Willis here, under the “cultural production” subsection, rather than “cultural 
reproduction.” 
27 While the space limits of this chapter mandate a somewhat reductionist account, see the dialogue 
between Foley and Willis (Foley 1994) for a productive exposition of the roles of cultural practice and race, 
gender, class, subculture, style, and resistance in school experience. 
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The multiple complexities engaged by Willis and Foley helped promote the development 

of an expansive and sophisticated current literature on schooling experience, 

characterized most notably for its frequent attention to ethnographic detail. 

Notwithstanding the signal contributions of Willis and Foley, under-theorized in 

the literature of education has been critical and sensitive analysis of not only the 

experiences, but decision-making processes, or agentic manifestations, of youth. By their 

very purpose, the theorizations of social and cultural (re)production focus their analysis 

principally on the options available to youth – vis-à-vis schooling structure and political-

economic conditions – and have usually addressed only obliquely the decisions, 

negotiations, and contestations made by these youth. Foley’s own work, in fact, was 

necessarily responsive to Willis’ continued reductionism in the theorization of both 

school-based “resistances.” Moreover, Willis neglected to substantively engage with the 

articulations of class, race and gender. These theoretical omissions were taken up by later 

scholars of immigrant and minority schooling experience, whose work is detailed in the 

following section. 

 

3.2.2  From Structure to Student Agency and Articulating Subjectivity(ies): 
The Literature of Immigrant and Minority Youth in U.S. Schools 
 
 The research that resulted from the mid-century call-to-action was also emerging 

during the socio-political context of racial desegregation – following on the heels of the 

landmark 1954 Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education – and the Civil 

Rights Movement, two sociocultural sea changes that together focused national attention 

on issues of educational equity for African American, Native American and other 

minority groups (Spring 2001). Yet the theorists of the Social Reproduction, Cultural 
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Reproduction, and Cultural Production schools focused their analyses fundamentally on 

class, and in doing so largely failed to account for the multiple complexities of students’ 

experiences and identities as immigrant youth, racial minority youth or youth of color, 

gendered youth, and so on. The work that I discuss in this section provided an important 

corrective to narrowly post-Marxist, class-based theories by turning a critical lens on 

multiple additional categories of lived experience, including race, immigration status and 

generation, language, gender, and subculture. 

In the subsection School Achievement, Failure, and “Resistance,” I discuss 

evolving theorizations and debates around marginalized students’ “resistance” in school, 

and the ways in which such “resistances” arise, evolve, and empower or disempower 

students. These debates are important ones for understanding youth activism, specifically, 

because school-based activism turns on a critique of hegemony as manifested within the 

institution of the school itself; do some, or all, instances of “resistance” – implicit, 

individual critiques of educational and social inequality, as they are – constitute 

“activism?”  In Class, Race, and Student Agency, I move more deeply into the handful of 

studies that have sought to understand these myriad elements of youth identity, and the 

hegemonic forces with which they articulate. 

 

School Achievement, Failure, and “Resistance” 

The high rates of school attrition, low rates of college matriculation, and 

otherwise demoralizing trends in minority youth education have long been documented.28 

Latina/o students on the whole have exhibited over the past three decades some of the 

most troubling of these trends, with their high school completion and college 
                                                 
28 Asian-American students are a much-discussed exception to this trend. 
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matriculation levels not nearly keeping pace with their overall representation in the 

population (though promising statistics from 2010-2011 reveal that Latina/o college 

matriculation may be newly on the rise).29 Whereas many scholars have attributed such 

low school performance – sometimes explicitly, often implicitly – to the “cultural 

inferiority” of minority groups (due to maladaptive “culture” or individual 

maladaptations in aggregate), ethnography on the whole has been characterized by a 

desire to understand the deeper dimensions of contexts in which such phenomena 

manifest themselves. Ethnography, and anthropological research on the whole, 

recognizes the opportunities of students as socially circumscribed, and the behaviors of 

students as enacted in articulation with structures of power and opportunity. While the 

important writings on Social Reproduction, Cultural Reproduction, and Cultural 

Production turned on an understanding of class, the following body of research 

demonstrates the critical need to understand, beyond and in dynamic relationship with 

class, the categories of race, ethnicity, and immigrant status. This work expands the 

research on social and cultural (re)production by investigating culture as not only a 

medium of expression and counter-hegemonic contestation, but also as a set of 

knowledges and practices that articulate with those of hegemonic norms and institutional 

                                                 
29 Pew Hispanic Research Center 2011. This reports includes the intriguing conclusions that, “Population 
growth accounts for only a small share of the 24% Hispanic college enrollment spike from 2009 to 2010. 
During that same period, the total population of 18- to 24-year-old Hispanics grew by 7%. Rising  
educational attainment is the more dominant driver of these enrollment trends, over the long term as well as 
in recent years. The share of young Hispanics enrolled in college rose from 13% in 1972 to 27% in 2009 to 
32% in 2010. Although the college enrollment rate of young Hispanics is at a record (32%), black (38%), 
Asian (62%) and white (43%) young adults continue to be more likely than young Hispanics to be enrolled 
in college. Hispanic educational attainment rose sharply from 2009 to 2010: The share of Hispanic 18- to 
24-year-olds who have completed high school increased to 73% in 2010 from 70% in 2009, and the share 
of young Hispanic high school graduates who are attending college increased to 44% in 2010 from 39% in 
2009.” 
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mores. It also is responsive to critiques of social and cultural reproduction that stress the 

need to theorize class as articulated with race, language-status, and gender. 

Ogbu’s research with immigrant and African American youth in California (1974, 

1983) was foundational for the theorization of immigrant student and minority student 

experience. Ogbu worked to address the question of why immigrant students seemed to 

perform better in schools than did first-generation immigrants and students of color. The 

theorist acknowledged the oft-discussed underachievement of students of color and 

second-generation immigrant students compared to the relative achievement of new 

immigrants, and attributed minority students’ relative underachievement to their 

development of pragmatic and experientially derived anti-schooling attitudes. His 

conclusions regarding minority students’ (including first-generation immigrants’) 

“oppositional identities” became influential ones in the study of immigrant and minority 

youth education – as much for their contributions as for the debates that they engendered.  

A student and protégé of Ogbu, Fordham (1996) nevertheless was one of the first, 

and one of the most influential, to take Ogbu to task for some of the more troubling 

elements of his analysis of minority student underachievement. Principle among these 

was the idea that students became “accomplices to their own school success or failure” by 

embodying the “cultural” anti-schooling attitudes of their communities. In her own 

research in a Washington D.C. high school, Fordham took account of the complexity of 

African American students’ “achievement gap,” suggesting that students were 

instrumentally rejecting school mores as they were perceived to reflect the values of 

dominant, oppressive institutions and groups. Beyond simply the pragmatic decision to 

forego efforts for which there would not be sufficient recompense, these students were 
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actively contesting hegemonic values and norms by refusing to engage with them for the 

simple purpose of achieving hegemonically defined “success.” 

Conducting work around the same time, but with Latina/o students, Valenzuela 

(1999) noted a similar trend in students’ attitudes toward school “success” and “failure.” 

Valenzuela’s analysis specifically turned a critical eye to the role that loss of language 

and culture, via aggressive assimilation practices, has on Mexican American students. In 

her study (also in California), the notion of “caring” – often and loosely bandied about in 

the literature of education – became more complexly and closely defined, such that 

“caring” was observed to include not only personalized teacher interactions with students 

but also more generalized orientations toward (Mexican) cultural values and social 

justice. A second fundamental contribution of Valenzuela’s work was her articulation of 

the ways in which new-immigrant and native-born Mexican and Mexican American 

youth often find themselves at odds with each other, leading the author to conclude that, 

Unassessed in current scholarship are the academic consequences to many 
Mexican youth who “learn” perhaps no stronger lesson in school than to devalue 
the Spanish language, Mexico, Mexican culture, and things Mexican. These 
biases in turn close off social and linguistic access to their immigrant peers… 
(1999:19) 
 
Carola and Marcelo Suárez-Orozco (1995, 2001), also building upon and refining 

the ideas of Ogbu, explored the varied and subtle ways in which the subjectivities of new-

immigrant and first-generation immigrant students and their families shape attitudes 

towards education and relationships with schools, school authorities, and schooling at 

large in the United States. Data reveal that length of residency in the United States for 

immigrant youth (and the children of immigrants) is negatively correlated with social, 

psychological, and physical well-being, including school achievement and aspiration. The 
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Suárez-Orozcos suggested that, over time, the realities of racism as embedded in the 

hegemonic political-economic order become apparent to youth of color, such that they 

become aware of the disconnect between school achievement and future potential for 

material and social capital accumulation. Or, as the authors summarize Ogbu,  

when there is a decoupling between efforts and outcomes in schools and the 
reward system in the opportunity structure, sooner or later, many children give up 
on schools as the principal route for status mobility. (2000:23) 
 

This pragmatic orientation is coupled in youth with the material reality of life in 

neighborhoods which may be dangerous, the dissolution of extended family networks 

(thus, loss of social capital) that for many families characterizes the immigration 

experience, and the lowered expectations of teachers and society at large for immigrant 

and minority youth, to contribute to what MacLeod (1995) called “leveled aspirations.” 

 

Class, Race and Student Agency 

The vast majority of studies of immigrant students and schooling have focused on 

relative student engagement and achievement – like their parallels in the broader study of 

class-informed student experience, few of these studies have examined the more subtle, 

mutually informing nuances of student subjectivity and student agency (Fordham’s 

[1996] was one early exception). I very briefly take up two of the most useful for the 

theoretical grounding of my own ethnography here. 

Olsen (1997) immersed herself in the daily student, teacher, and administration 

interactions at an urban school in California that was rapidly transforming as it played 

host to a profoundly diverse and rapid influx of immigrant students. Despite the rhetoric 

of “diversity” and “multiculturalism” that was espoused, Olsen observed that the end 
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product of assimilation into the U.S. school for immigrants in fact involved “separation, 

conformity, and exclusion” (ibid.:15). Olsen’s analysis is particularly notable for the 

ways in which it drew several strands of theorizing together, including the role of race, 

nationality, gender, language, and class in the assimilation of immigrant students in U.S. 

schools. Her study, in particular, focused attention on three of the most important 

components of the immigrant student assimilation process: (1) The manner in which 

becoming assimilated into the American school, and “Americanness” more generally, 

locates one on a “racial map” of the nation (1997:11); (2) The ways in which immigrant 

youth not only negotiate but actively contest hegemonic pressures of assimilation; and, 

(3) The varying roles of teachers in this process of assimilation, whether simply 

reproductive or resistant and transformative of the experience. Through this focus on the 

process of assimilation, Olsen’s work made a signal contribution to our understanding of 

the intricate and complex relationships between race and class, acknowledging that both 

are critically important in assimilation of immigrant students, and are not reducible to a 

single category. 

Walsh’s (2000) work with Puerto Rican students in a northeastern school 

documents the resistance to assimilation pressures by those students, who loosely formed 

what Walsh calls (after Anderson 1991) “imagined communities” of transnational Puerto 

Rican-ness. In these imagined communities, students are able to “engage, rather than 

suppress” (2000:113) cultural difference and hybridity, and thereby to establish solidarity 

for resistance to an oppressive and racist school system. Through sensitive ethnographic 

research, Walsh articulated the situation of immigrant and minority students in places like 

“Mill City” (her study site’s pseudonym), where “the decline of the educational 
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system…must be analyzed as an effect of both changing cultural politics and new 

dispositions of power within postmodern, colonial situations” (2000:112). 

Ultimately, these ethnographies hint at the potential, among immigrant and 

minority students, for what has come to be termed “transformational resistance” 

(Solórazano & Delgado Bernal 2001; cf. Foley 1994) – a form of subaltern contestation 

that promotes, rather than delimits, students’ educational and broader politico-economic 

opportunities. Delgado-Bernal (1997:91) has defined “transformational resistance” as, 

Based on a conscious critique of domination ... motivated by an interest in 
liberation or social justice. It includes a deeper level of consciousness that allows 
agency to be manifested in ways that are more empowering than that of traditional 
notions of school resistance. 
 

The most radical and cutting-edge current scholarship addressing the social reproduction-

resistance student spectrum in fact questions whether institutional transformation and 

student retainment in schools should be the ultimate goal, the “transformational” element, 

of such resistances at all (Tuck and Yang 2011). Such analyses problematize the 

apparently “processual” and Western-biased ideologies (as opposed to, for instance, 

indigenous ideas) of student success and empowerment that still obtain, they contend, in 

most transformative resistance scholarship, as well as within the programs that such 

scholarship engenders. Still, as these analysts themselves note, it is difficult to document 

whatever forms of youth empowerment may obtain from their schooling dis-engagement; 

and it is also evident that positive educational outcomes (high school and college 

degrees) do have the potential to translate into greater access to both social and economic 

capital for otherwise-underprivileged youth. Transformational resistance is thus, in 

essence, the end-goal of the school-based forms of activism that I’ll review in the latter 

portions of the following section. Transformational resistance is also, arguably, equal to 
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Freirian praxis – the meeting of critical social consciousness with action for social justice, 

whether on the individual or collective level, and whether for educational justice or 

broader topics of social justice. 

 

3.3  Deconstructing Power from the Inside-Out: From Individual Resistances to 
Collective Redressment of Deficit Models and other Educational Disparities 
 

In this section, I explore how classroom-based research, case studies and 

ethnographies emerging from educational anthropology and anthropologically informed 

education research have served to further our understanding of the potential inherent to 

pedagogical and curricular models that invite, validate, and expand on students’ forms of 

knowing, as well as those of their families and home communities. Ogbu (1987), indeed, 

had pointed out in the late 1980s that contemporary ethnographies provided ample 

evidence that the poor academic performance of minority and working-class students 

related to “cultural discontinuities” or “culture conflicts” between home and school. 

Subsequent research confirmed that discontinuities between home and school learning 

environments constitute a major educational disadvantage for minority students (Paley 

1979; Purcell-Gates 1995; Tharp & Gallimore 1993). As McIntyre et al. (2001:6) note:   

By emphasizing the social and cultural situatedness of learning, sociocultural 
approaches ... helped conceptualize the notion of difference rather than deficit in 
learning… One important result of such work is its description of the ways in 
which households and communities make use of their multiple cultural systems as 
strategic resources in their lives and work. 
 

I begin this section with a discussion of the groundbreaking “sociocultural” curricular and 

pedagogical approach that characterized the Funds of Knowledge projects, which began 

to remediate both actual and perceived cultural discontinuities between home and school 

for elementary students in Tucson by drawing knowledge from students’ homes and 
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communities into their schools. In recognizing and validating familial and communal 

forms of knowledge, the Funds of Knowledge projects catalyzed the process of student 

reinvestment in their educational possibilities and potential. In the section, Youth 

Participatory Activism and Research (YPAR) and Social Justice Learning for the 

Development of Critical Consciousness, I explain the paradigmatic and methodological 

advances offered by Youth Participatory Action Research, and contextualize the Social 

Justice Education Project (SJEP) – the site of most of this study’s participant observation 

– within this paradigmatic shift. In this section, I discuss the particular history and 

contours of the SJEP, and the ways in which it offered a uniquely interesting site for this 

study of youth activism and activist identity. Within this section, too, I discuss the 

important curricular component and grounding analytical paradigm of the SJEP: Critical 

Race Theory (CRT), and its contributors and compliments, Latino Critical Race Theory 

(LatCRT) and Tribal Critical Race Theory (TribalCRT). 

 

3.3.1  The Funds of Knowledge Projects: Validating Communal and Placed Forms 
of Knowledge 
 

The Funds of Knowledge projects, which emerged in the late 1980s, were 

grounded in the theories of Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky, who advanced the idea 

that learning should be equated with social transformation (Vygotsky 1978), and 

promoted the development of “instructional activities that use what children already 

know as resources for learning new knowledges and practices” (McIntyre et al. 2001:4). 

Vygotsky viewed forms of cooperation between children and adults as a central element 

in the educational process, and suggested that effective instruction must draw from the 

strengths and abilities that children display in collaborative activities (Moll & Diaz 



 138

1987). Instruction in decontextualized skills (for instance, phonics, spelling and 

grammar) and the emphasize of individual, over collective, learning techniques are 

predominant in U.S. educational settings, and yet have generally failed to create 

meaningful contexts in which minority students can effectively use their prior knowledge 

and collaborative learning skills in the classroom (Anyon 1980; Moll et al. 1980). The 

Funds of Knowledge projects were grounded in the belief that applied researchers of 

education, as both analysts and change agents, must expand their focus beyond 

pedagogical technique, to the contexts of learning.  

The Funds of Knowledge projects’ origination in the context of the southern 

Arizona U.S.-Mexico border, meanwhile, was no coincidence: In explaining the inception 

of their concept of “funds of knowledge,” Vélez-Ibáñez and Greenberg (1992:314) 

explain: 

since the late-19th century, the combination of  the historical forces of  
industrialization and their accompanying immigration policies has contributed 
binationally to the rise of U.S.-Mexican ethnicity. As well, these forces have led 
both to the formation of binational families and to the distribution of Mexican 
households in residential clusters. These forces have also led to repeated 
transformations of the cultural and behavioral practices, or funds of knowledge ... 
that form the core of regional U.S.-Mexican cultural identity. 
 

In their development of the concept, the authors were attentive to the economic and 

geopolitical particularities of the U.S.-Mexico border region, and drew important 

attention to the mutual relationship of these with evolving terms, categories, and forms of 

identification with “ethnicity” and “cultural identity.” The terminology of “funds of 

knowledge,” in turn, derives from the writings of Eric Wolf (1966), who noted in his 

work on household economy in peasant societies that various “funds” characterize the 

household, including caloric funds, rent funds, ceremonial funds, social funds, and the 
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like. Each fund related to specific activities that were necessary for the function and well-

being of the household, and depended on the transmission of certain types of information 

through social networks. Like these funds, Greenberg and Vélez-Ibáñez theorized, 

household networks such as those of many Mexican-American families are characterized 

by the transmission of “funds of knowledge”: these funds of knowledge are the 

historically accumulated, inherited and culturally constituted knowledge bases that exist 

at the household level, including “all rural and urban skills, experience, technical 

knowledge…and the full inventory of social knowledge that households have developed 

for survival” (Greenberg & Vélez-Ibáñez 1995:253).  

Presuming that Mexican-American households included multivalent ways of 

knowing, the Funds of Knowledge approach explicitly challenged the “learning deficit” 

model that had prevailed for decades in the study of immigrant and minority youth. This 

model had attributed the poor school performance of such youth to the supposed 

intellectual bankruptcy of their homes and local communities. We saw earlier that in the 

southern Arizona context from which the Funds of Knowledge projects emerged, the 

early-to-mid twentieth century schooling of Mexican-descent youth included side-

tracking into English-language learning and “Americanization” programs, these programs 

intended to, essentially, rupture youth from the linguistic, symbolic, and material cultures 

of their homes and (Mexican American) communities. By the mid-1960s, following the 

end of the Tucson School District’s forced assimilation (1C) program, researchers from 

the University of Arizona had embarked on a new project called the Primary 

Experimental Program. The project, funded by federal programs aiming money at school 
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districts with largely low-income populations (translating here, as elsewhere, to school 

systems with large minority populations), 

...was based on a Dr. Hughes’ model of English Language Experiences, which 
focused on exposing Spanish-speaking to the similar real-life situations and 
experiences as Anglo-American children such as field trips and cultural events to 
foster the development of English language skills. In essence, this approach was 
based on the belief that Spanish-speaking children were “culturally deprived” and 
would best be served if they were taught from the same educational perspective as 
Anglo-American children ... By considering the role of the home language in 
learning and academic achievement, the new program appeared to move toward 
an additive rather than a subtractive approach to Americanization. The ideological 
framework, however, was still based on the cultural deficiency model that 
regarded Spanish-speaking, Mexican-origin children as disadvantaged or 
“handicapped” because of their non-English speaking, non-Anglo background. 
 

Thus we see that, even as there were echoes of the later Funds of Knowledge projects in 

the Primary Experimental Program, this program nonetheless continued to promote the 

language and cultural deficiency model of the precise Americanization programs that it 

purportedly supplanted. 

The Funds of Knowledge projects were wholly different, ideologically, as they 

built upon an awareness of communities’ real accumulations of knowledge and skill, and 

acknowledged the discontinuity between these and hegemonic school norms and 

pedagogies. As such, they began an inversion of the hierarchy of “authentic” knowledge 

in schools (González & Moll 2002; González, Moll & Tenery 1995; Moll et al. 1992; 

Vélez-Ibáñez 1995; Vélez-Ibáñez & Greenberg 1992), which considers institutional 

knowledge superior to community knowledge (or, the knowledge of Gramsci’s “organic 

intellectuals”). This ideological shift stemmed in part from the understanding that 

pedagogy’s effectiveness is as dependent on its relevance to students as on its appropriate 

transmission. That is, information that is decontextualized and alien to the learner will not 

be absorbed. 
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Funds of Knowledge projects, innovatively conceived, also reverberated out of 

the classroom, past the household, and into the larger community in the work of two sets 

of researchers studying Puerto Rican communities in New York. Rivera & Pedraza 

(2000) focused on the development of community through school in an alternative high 

school in New York City, a sort of inversion of the traditional Funds of Knowledge 

paradigm (in which schooling is informed by community). From this vantage, they 

identified multiple ways in which integrating students’ learning with their experiences of 

the larger community served to foster both positive attitudes towards schooling and 

empowering forms of citizenship. Similarly, Benmayor, Torruelas, & Juarbe (1997), 

discussing a longstanding adult education program in East Harlem, demonstrated the 

ways in which the “community of learners” engendered through its community education 

focus became a source of community solidarity. Mercado & Moll (2000) pointed out that 

student engagement in community research becomes empowering in a number of ways: 

in addition to demonstrating educators’ faith in students’ perceptions and opinions, it 

“extend[s] students’ social networks considerably and allow[s] them to enter into 

qualitatively different relationships with their families, friends, and individuals from 

different professional communities” (ibid.:299; see also Olmedo 1997; Fine & Weis 

2003). 

 Fuller and newly empowered forms of citizenship are effects germane to the 

Funds of Knowledge paradigm, precisely because of that paradigm’s grounding in the 

work of Brazilian education reformer Paolo Freire. Freire’s work (Freire 1970; Shor & 

Freire 1987), which originated in adult literacy training, challenged educators and 

communities alike to extend the idea of “literacy” from the reading of text to the reading 
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of the conditions of one’s existence (in his formulation, “the word as text; the world as 

text”). Freire deeply believed that the development of traditional literacy must be 

accompanied by the development of critical consciousness for the true liberation of all 

peoples. The critical consciousness that Freire promoted must, he believed, be thusly 

born from an engagement with the resources and knowledge of one’s own community. 

As Yosso (2002:3) put it, 

Because he drew on students’ knowledge of their daily social conditions, Freire’s 
generative codes [words and images that held meaning in students’ everyday 
lives] challenged students to forge a more critical understanding of their social, 
political, and economic reality as they learned to read. Thus, Freire linked reading 
the word and reading the world in both theory and practice. 
 

It is precisely this link of critical reflection to pedagogical practice, embodied in praxis, 

that comprised Freire’s most significant ultimate contribution to not only the Funds of 

Knowledge paradigm but to the many projects it later sparked. We saw in this section that 

the Funds of Knowledge projects broke ground in asserting the validity of home, 

community, and larger culture as sites of learning and producers of knowledge. 

But the Funds of Knowledge projects exhibited a few limitations with respect to 

the full liberatory potential of a Freirian approach to schooling. Firstly, while extending 

the Freirian educational paradigm from adult literacy learners to children learning a 

variety of subjects, they were limited in scope to elementary and middle-school age 

children. Secondly, the Funds of Knowledge projects were primarily concerned with 

teacher training; thus it was the teachers who made visits to homes and communities to 

learn about and from them, rather than students themselves inquiring into the educational 

resources and varied cultural contributions of – and conditions within – their own 

communities. Thirdly, these projects were still organized and directed within a certain 
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hierarchy of “knowledge” and “authority,” with university personnel directing the school 

teachers, who in turn directed and supported their students. 

Fourth, and most significantly: while valuing and building upon community 

knowledge, the Funds of Knowledge projects did not focus their own critical lens on the 

origins and context of the community and cultural devaluation that they were seeking to 

remedy. Youth Participatory Action Research (YPAR) hones the Freirian critique to 

address not only hegemonic strictures and structures in society at large, but to practices 

and norms within the setting of the school, specifically. Thus YPAR projects have 

challenged students to extend the practice of “critical understanding of their social, 

political, and economic reality” (Yosso 2002:3) to curriculum, pedagogy, and the larger 

context of secondary schooling. In the following section, I will discuss how YPAR 

served as a paradigmatic bridge from liberation theology and Freirian literacy training, 

and the Freire-inspired Funds of Knowledge projects, to the Social Justice Education 

Project, which is to date perhaps the most innovative of all Freire-inspired critical 

education projects, and within the curriculum of which most of the fieldwork of this 

dissertation was conducted. 

 

3.3.2  Youth Participatory Action Research (YPAR) and Social Justice Learning 
for the Development of Critical Consciousness 

 
[The] but are the masters of inquiry into the underlying causes of the events in 
their world. In this context research becomes a means of moving them beyond 
silence into a quest to proclaim the world. (Freire 1982:30-31) 
 

 Youth Participatory Action Research (YPAR) is based on the idea that, when 

young people are involved in the investigation and critique of their own environment 

(pedagogical, political, social, cultural, economic), they build agency and power in their 
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multiple positionalities as individuals, students and community members. Whereas the 

Funds of Knowledge paradigm honored community knowledge and perspectives by 

sending teachers out into their students’ communities, the teachers bringing back into the 

classroom lessons learned in households and the broader community, YPAR moves 

further toward a fundamental re-valuation of student and community perspective: The 

YPAR model inverts the classroom hierarchy such that students themselves choose and 

pursue research in the community – whether local, as in the school community; or larger, 

as in the city or region. Cammarota & Ginwright (2002) have identified this fundamental 

reorganization of the role of educators and students, which is instrumental to the YPAR 

paradigm, as inherent to its promise as a “social justice approach” for disenfranchised 

populations (cf. Ginwright 2008). 

The umbrella paradigm of Participatory Action Research (PAR) itself aims, as 

Wright (2009:36) succinctly puts it, “to engage people in investigating their own reality 

in order to change it.” Dimiatriadis (2008), following Appadurai (2006), further argues 

that such engaged research constitutes a fundamental right of, and path toward the fullest 

form of, citizenship. To paraphrase Dimitriadis (ibid.), the elements of engaged research 

that make it a “basic human right” (p. vii) are dual: individuals have a manifest right to 

learn in greater depth about the content of their world and their opportunities for 

meaningful and empowering forms of engagement within it; and access to knowledge in 

a true democracy is de-hierarchized, such that individuals have access to not only sources 

of knowledge but also to paradigms for understanding the structural forces that produce 

“knowledge” in dynamic concatenation with their lifeworlds. Thus, PAR and YPAR both 

are explicitly political and engaged (or “applied”) forms of research. 
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Most significantly for this study of youth activism, YPAR explicitly engages 

youth in collective action for the greater common good. Thus YPAR mobilizes myriad 

individual experiences and analyses of oppression into a collective that moves beyond 

individual iterations of “resistance” to pro-active, communal action. Cammarota and Fine 

(2008:2) describe this as a “formal resistance that leads to transformation – systematic 

and institutional change to promote social justice.” The same orientation has been termed 

by Solórazano and Delgado-Bernal (2001: 319-320) “transformational resistance,” or an 

awakening into critical consciousness that manifests as a “deeper level of understanding 

and a social justice orientation.” This awakening and collective mobilization of 

“transformational resistance,” or critical consciousness, is the goal of the Social Justice 

Education Project, within which the bulk of this dissertation’s research was conducted. 

 The Social Justice Education Project (SJEP) began in 2003 as a collaboration 

between researchers in anthropology and education at the University of Arizona, the 

young Mexican American/ Raza Studies department of the Tucson Unified School 

District (TUSD), and the classroom teacher of a U.S. History through a Chicano 

Perspective course at Montañita High School. This history course was one of a number of 

offerings of the TUSD’s Raza Studies Department, all of whose courses fulfilled state 

standards for U.S. History, U.S. Government, or English coursework. As such, the 

courses fulfilled core curriculum requirements for the high school diploma while offering 

students a locally relevant and critically engaged perspective on the content of traditional 

History, Government, and English curricula. 

The Social Justice Education Project was developed to complement the existing 

curriculum of the History course and to add to it three components: (1) Research of and 
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within the school, for the purpose of better understanding institutional dynamics of power 

and their relationship with students – particularly students of color; (2) Utilization of the 

analytical paradigms of Freirian liberation theory and liberatory pedagogy, Critical Race 

Theory, and Latino Critical Race Theory to contextualize and understand what is found in 

both school and community research; and (3) Research and critical analysis for the 

express purpose of challenging, and changing, inequitable schooling and community 

conditions for lower-class youth and youth of color. Some years later, textual and 

pedagogical elements were added to the curriculum to incorporate a more specific 

analysis of gender into inquiries of race, class, and power. 

 In the following section, I discuss the core tenets of Critical Race Theory and 

Latino Critical Race Theory very briefly. I discuss these curricular elements of the SJEP/ 

Raza Studies in order to situate my later discussion of research findings regarding youths’ 

shifting and evolving identities as students and social actors. 

 

Critical Race Theory, Latino Critical Race Theory & Tribal Critical Race Theory 

Critical Race Theory (CRT), which derived from critical legal and cultural 

studies, proposes that race – rather than having gradually diminished in importance 

throughout recent centuries, as has often been claimed – continues to exert influence on 

individuals and institutions as both ideological principle and material reality. The ways in 

which this occurs are multiple, but rest most profoundly on a notion of “whiteness” as 

normative. Perry (2002) described the performance of race and emerging racial identities 

as they articulated with peer group settings in two predominantly white high schools in 

California, and the subtleties that emerged in the construction of “self” versus “other.” In 
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her incisive phrasing, “white means never having to say you’re ethnic.” Bonilla-Silva 

(2003) contributed similar insights in the volume, Racism without Racists. In the 

educational setting, this is of course reflected most obviously in curriculum that advances 

dominant (white) history and norms as normative and hegemonic. 

Latino Critical Race Theory arose as both complement and corrective to CRT, 

which challenged the black-white binary along which CRT was originally conceived, and 

in so doing additionally drew attention to the categories that intersect with race in the 

experience of Latinas/os: immigration, language, identity, culture, and skin color 

(Delgado Bernal 2002 ; Villenas and Deyhle 1999). The most recent addition, Tribal 

Critical Race Theory (or TribalCrit), is summarized by its principal theorist (Brayboy 

2005:428-429): 

While CRT serves as a framework in and of itself, it does not address the 
specific needs of tribal peoples because it does not address American Indians’ 
liminality as both legal/political and racialized beings or the experience of 
colonization. CRT was originally developed to address the Civil Rights issues of 
African American people. As such, it is oriented toward an articulation of race 
issues along a ‘‘black-white’’ binary. 
 

An important final component regarding the reductionism of not only CRT but also 

LatCRT and AsianCrit, germane to the framing of student experience at Montañita High 

School, is offered by Brayboy (2005:429): 

While these theories have developed to meet the specific needs of Latinos/as and 
Asian Americans, they largely maintain the basic premise of CRT that racism is 
endemic in society. In contrast, the basic tenet of TribalCrit emphasizes that 
colonization is endemic to society. 
 
CRT, LatCRT, and TribalCrit all developed in response to the exigency of 

understanding raced dynamics of power and privilege, principally at the structural level. 

However, within the SJEP, they have been theorized as engendering of student 
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awakening into the interplays of such structural forces with their own experience. For 

Mexican American youth, as for other ethnic-minority youth, the category of “ethnic” 

identity becomes salient in the negotiations around identity (Aboud 1988; Buriel and 

Cardoza 1993). Unlike white students, whose race is essentially normative and ethnicities 

invisible in U.S. school settings (Perry 2002), Mexican American youth are forced to 

confront disjunctures between home and school in the arenas of language use, social-

engagement values, and other arenas of social function (Greenberg & Vélez-Ibáñez 1995; 

McIntyre, Rosebery & González 1991; Moll & Diaz 1987; Moll et al. 1992; Valenzuela 

1999; Vélez-Ibáñez 1995). Critical Race Theory suggests that the hegemony of whiteness 

is maintained in part by the telling and retelling of narratives that assert its “naturalness” 

(Ladson-Billings 1999). Thus, counterhegemonic strategies involve the telling of stories 

that explode hegemonic myths; critical race theory speaks truth to the fiction of 

normative whiteness. One of the most important insertion points of CRT into pedagogy, 

then, is in its acknowledgement of and attention to counter-narrative(s) in educational 

settings. Equally important as a foundation for projects like the SJEP is CRT’s promotion 

of ethnography as advocacy through transformative pedagogical praxis (McLaren 1994; 

Trueba 1988; Trueba & McLaren 2000). Yosso (2002:3) and others have argued that, 

fundamental to the employment of critical race theory in education research, is the 

“commitment to social justice.” This combination of attention to counter-narrative (or, 

student “voice”) and critical pedagogy is foundational to the structure and purpose of 

programs like the SJEP. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

“YOUTH, IDENTITY, POWER” 30 WITHIN AND BEYOND THE SCHOOL: 
CONSCIENTIZACIÓN AND THE PATHWAYS TO 

CHICANA/O YOUTH ACTIVISM 
 

 
4.1  Introduction 

As I demonstrated in the previous chapter, schools are critical sites of ideological 

production and reproduction, with the contours and modes of reproduction of dominant 

ideologies shifting across time. In the U.S. context, the twentieth and early twenty-first 

centuries saw schooling ideologies evolve and establish new footholds, or suffer 

contestations, through successive modes of capitalism and their attendant constellations 

of socio-political forces. But notwithstanding the important theoretical contributions 

made by analysts of student self-identification, self-representation, and meaning-making 

in such contexts of hegemonic reproduction, critical and sensitive analyses of the agentic 

manifestations and subaltern resistances of students have been largely under-represented 

in the literatures of both education and the anthropology of education. Theorizations of 

social and cultural (re)production in schools have most often focused their analyses on 

the options available to youth – vis-à-vis schooling structure and socio-economic 

conditions – and have usually addressed only obliquely the decisions, negotiations, and 

contestations made and mounted by such youth. 

Yet precisely because of their role as sites of hegemonic reproduction and re-

intensification, schools have also served in the past century of the United States as 

generative sites of resistance and contestation. While some have pointed out that such 

resistances can be, and often are, fraught with ambiguities and inconsistencies, including 

                                                 
30 Muñoz, Carlos. 1989. Youth, Identity, and Power: The Chicano Movement. New York: Verso. 
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the socio-economic disempowerment of students from their attempts at agency and 

empowerment, the theorists of “transformative resistance” showed us that certain forms 

of resistance can and do transform students’ understandings of themselves as capable 

students and social actors, with these identities supporting and promoting each other. 

Yet from the framework of traditional understandings of activism, it may be 

difficult to recognize and identify school-based forms social justice action, as these forms 

may be either incipient – not yet fully shaped and actualized, but nonetheless emergent – 

or simply small-scale, in contrast to the broadly visible and explicitly political nature of 

“activism” as it is conventionally understood. I therefore committed myself to the use of 

a broad and flexible approach to “looking” for orientations and paths toward “activism” 

in Tucson youth. There was a second, parallel reason for my employment of a broader 

and more flexible approach to identifying and learning about youths’ activist 

engagements: When I began my research, massive public mobilizations of Mexican 

American youth organized around causes of social justice, such as that that typified the 

1960s-’70s Chicana/o movements, had been rarely seen for the better part of forty years. 

Recognizing this, I postulated that individually manifested orientations toward “activism” 

– and the meanings of “action” and “activism” themselves – might have changed 

significantly, too, over this generation-and-a-half. Perhaps a large-scale movement was 

still alive, but was being perpetuated through a loose network of small actions within 

public and/or private spheres; or else perhaps the spirit of the movement continued on in 

individuals’ orientations toward their ethnicity, their education, and their local 

communities, but was not manifesting consistently in organized actions. 
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When I entered the classroom portion of this fieldwork in 2007, then, I sought to 

not only identify instances of individual mobilization toward collective action, but also 

individual orientations toward activism that did not necessarily manifest in traditionally 

understood forms of “activism.” This expansive formulation of “activism” would 

additionally allow me, I postulated, to elicit students’ own definitions of activism, and to 

make space for understanding orientations that appeared “activist” to me, the outside 

observer (students critically and consciously engaging with topics of social justice, with 

an orientation toward action), but were termed otherwise by students. 

Yet as I reentered the field at this time, and building my approach to exploring 

conscientización and activism on the insights I had gathered from the 2003-2004 cohort, I 

was simultaneously keenly aware of the particular sociopolitical environment that had 

evolved in intervening time: the previous two years had witnessed striking new forms and 

degrees of youth mobilization in Tucson and elsewhere. In response to HR4437, 

legislation proposed in the U.S. House of Representatives that would intensify the 

criminalization of undocumented immigrants by making both the undocumented and 

anyone who “assisted” them felons,31 well over 1,000 students walked out of at least nine 

schools (principally high schools) across Tucson in April of 2006. Not long after I began 

my research that fall, a separate set of student-led public actions emerged: In response to 

the deportation of a Tucson Unified School District (TUSD) high school student and his 

family after police investigated the claim that the student had marijuana and – in an 

unprecedented move – called Border Patrol to the school when they learned that the 

                                                 
31 HR 4487, or the “Border Protection, Anti-terrorism, and Illegal Immigration Control Act” proposed 
massive additions to the fencing of the U.S.-Mexico border, and, among the most significant elements for  
U.S.-dwelling Mexicans, the intensified criminalization of undocumented U.S. residence. The bill was 
passed by the U.S. House of Representatives in 2005, but failed to move past the U.S. Senate,. 
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student was undocumented, hundreds of students staged protests and held vigils 

protesting the criminalization of students, and students’ dissolving protections within 

their own schools. Thus as I reentered the classroom in the fall of 2007, in the context of 

these new, extremely visible and politicized student actions, I was seeking not only to 

better understand my data from 2003-2004, but also to understand what had changed 

between 2003 and the striking reemergence of student-led public social-justice action in 

2006. 

How organized communal resistances – particularly those that directly confront 

political and economic structures – actually come to be mounted, however, is difficult to 

theorize without an understanding of its constituting members’ narratives of “awakening” 

(in the terminology of critical pedagogue Paulo Freire) into critical social consciousness 

and social critique. Before turning to the ethnography, therefore, I conclude this 

introduction with a summary of Freire’s theory of consciousness-building toward social 

justice action, or conscientización, which was both a core tenet of the Raza Studies and 

SJEP curricula and which informed my own analytical approach to recognizing and 

investigating “activism.”  

 

4.2  Politicization through Conscientización 

While the topic of personal politicization in orientations toward collective action 

is an extraordinarily complex one, and one which claims a broad literature of its own in 

the fields of sociology and political science, I ground my understanding within this 

dissertation on Freire’s (1970) concept of conscientização,32 or the reciprocal relationship 

                                                 
32 I denote the term here in its original Portuguese (Freire was Brazilian); hereafter, however, I will use the 
term in its Spanish version, conscientización. I use the Spanish for two reasons. The first is, very simply, 
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of one’s evolving consciousness of the world with action upon that world for the 

transformation of inequitable and oppressive conditions. If we are building from the 

insights of NSM analysis of social movements, we recognize that, as Edelman (2001:289) 

argued, “everyday movement practices embody in embryonic form the changes the 

movements seek.” Thus it is not only in the moments of large-scale public action, but 

also in everyday identity practices, that social movements find their shape and – perhaps 

slowly, and still through processes of negotiation – establish their collective claims and 

grievances. In seeking to understand the politicization of these collectivity-forming 

individuals, thus, and the ways in which everyday experiences and perceptions come to 

manifest as critiques oriented toward the betterment of a social or cultural group, I 

suggest that we are best served by Freire’s concept of conscientización. 

 The notion of conscientización emerged from Freire’s work with adult learners in 

largely illiterate sections of northern Brazil. In his development of literacy education 

programs, Freire recognized the multiple, interwoven meanings and characteristics of 

being a “literate” person in the world, with the imperative of “reading the word” matched 

by the imperative of “reading the world.” In the end, concluded Freire, existence – most 

saliently for the poor, illiterate, and disenfranchised – involved a struggle for liberation. 

In this, Freire echoed the liberation theologists upon whose challenges to the Catholic 

church (regarding investment in the disenfranchised) his concepts around education built. 

Yet while the church, educators, and other social actors must commit themselves to the 

liberation of the marginalized, Freire argued, more significantly they must commit to the 

                                                                                                                                                 
the unwieldiness of its best English translations, which in my approximation are “critical-consciousness 
awakening” or “critical-consciousness birthing.” The second reason for my use of the Spanish is the fact of 
the Movement’s identity affiliation with its (Spanish-speaking) Mexican heritage, as well as the long 
history of awareness and use of Freirian paradigms and their predecessor, liberation theology, in many 
Latin American countries. 
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empowerment of marginalized peoples to liberate themselves. This requires that both the 

oppressed and those to whom are rendered the benefits of the oppressive system (racial, 

ethnic, and/or other cultural and political elites to whom such benefits accrue, whether 

with or without their intention) witness and rebuke their own privilege and complicity in 

oppression. 

For the disenfranchised in this equation, the process of “reading the world” 

involved seeing and actively questioning the presumed “naturalness” of a social order 

that relegated some people to the margins, delimiting their access to the symbolic and 

material resources of the nation-state. It required the recognition that that which appears 

to be, but is not, “natural” or “primordial” is changeable, and that the imperative to that 

change is inherent in the individual’s recognition of its subjective constitution. 

Furthermore, because it is so difficult for the oppressor to liberate him/herself, due to the 

very “invisibleness” of his/her privilege, those who must organize and lead the effort are 

the oppressed themselves. Clover (2002:318) has framed it simply: 

Conscientización is about challenging people to make deeper political/power 
connections to existing problems rather than seeing them purely as the inadequacy 
of individuals or a “behavioural problem.” 
 

Thus conscientización is not only a dialectical process, it is also a communal process. In 

community, individuals recognize their common constraints, continue to educate each 

other (via “popular education”), and in that way, and others, build collective contestations 

of power. Ultimately, in Freire’s own words (1994 [1970]:90): 

Humankind emerge from their submersion and acquire the ability to intervene in 
reality as it is unveiled. Intervention in reality – historical awareness itself – thus 
represents a step forward from emergence, and results from the conscientización 
of the situation. 
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Here we come to the final, deeply relevant component of conscientización – its 

fundamental historicity. Just as analysts must understand the political and social grounds 

of peoples’ grievances in order to contextualize those collectives’ subaltern responses and 

strategies (a task I have begun in the earlier sections on globalization and 

transnationalism), so too must the subaltern come to recognize the political and social 

histories of their own subjugation, as well as the historical validity of their own social/ 

cultural contributions. 

 In the context of education, Duarte (1999:397) has drawn an explicit parallel 

between such historicity and the transformation of education itself:  

... [T]he emerging consciousness begins the process of understanding itself as a 
subject of history. This process of transformation is thus the first moment in the 
reconfigured educational context, or the beginning of the new pedagogy which 
will focus on the historicity of the human condition. Here is seen the beginning of 
the two essential sides of education: the investigation of thinking itself and the 
deepening of historical awareness. Hence, the self-transformation is the process of 
coming to know what knowing is, and by knowing what knowing is the person 
comes to know what it is to be a subject in the world, “a knowing which begins 
when consciousness posits itself rather than an alien object as the object of its 
knowing” (Lauer 1987:92). Positing itself as the object of its knowing, 
consciousness (Bewusstsein) initiates the process by which self (Selbst) returns 
from otherness (alienation). 

 
In the literatures and practices of “multicultural” and “diversity” learning, which have at 

many times been paradigmatically dominant in the schooling of immigrant and minority 

youth, focus is centered on the so-termed “cultural” contributions of immigrant and 

internal-minority groups – usually conceived of as comprising arts, crafts, and other 

folkways. This folklorization of ethnic “culture” sterilizes it: in detaching culture from its 

historical signifiers and relations of power, immigrant and minority students’ 

sociocultural lifeworlds are rendered dehistoricized and apolitical. 
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Freire called for an explicit re-historicization of marginalized peoples, attaching 

the political back to their “cultural” formations. He called for the rendering visible of 

subaltern histories: an enlightenment of the workings of power and privilege that have 

normalized some accountings of history and delegitimized or completely erased others. 

Implicit in such an injunction is the illumination of hegemonic complicity and 

reproduction in such erasures and elisions. Most significantly, Freirian injunctions toward 

critically interrogated and newly historicized understandings of subaltern sociocultural 

experience, when drawn into the curriculum of educational institutions, challenge 

disenfranchised and oft-disengaged students to become active in the pursuit of their own 

education – however construed – and to extend school-based learnings into their broader 

intellectual and personal lifeworlds. 

In sum, the process of conscientización is a dialogical one, in which the individual 

comes to “see” her community, her world, and the ways in which she is, in return, “seen” 

by them. In this first act of “seeing,” argues Freire, the learner is already inherently acting 

upon the world; yet, she is bound by the obligation, now no longer blind, to continue to 

act upon her awareness to change the very structures and forces which do continue to 

keep others like her blind. Thus whether it is mentored or spontaneous, the initiation of 

conscientización in the individual is the initiation of social action. Furthermore, the 

process of “individual” conscientización is understood to frequently or even 

predominantly occur within the collective, through forms of mutual education and mutual 

awakening. 
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4.3  Activism in and of the School: Foundations of Youth Mobilization 
 
 As I move into the school-based portion of the ethnography, here, I begin by 

building on the insights of earlier scholars and observers who have noted the significance 

and transformative educative potential of re-historicized curricula, such as that of the 

Tucson Unified School District’s Raza Studies and Social Justice Education Projects. I 

deepen analysis of the role of such critical historicity in promoting student engagement 

and consciousness-transformation by drawing from my earlier evaluations of 

transnationalism, globalization, and borderlands theory. I thereafter move into an 

exploration of the ways in which students developed  and understood various forms of 

classroom-based collectivities, as well as came to define themselves as part of larger 

collectives or populations – including the ways in which these reciprocally shaped forms 

and terms of self-identification – in their processes and pathways of conscientización. I 

conclude this section with a discussion of the forms of individual and collective action 

that students’ pathways of conscientización took, arguing for the significance and 

potential of what I call herein “micro-mobilizations.” 

 

4.3.1  Voices From the Margins 

When I walked into the Raza Studies classroom for the first time, in 2003, I 

scarcely knew the symbolic power that the simple designation of this space and this 

curriculum as Raza Studies held. It would not be for several years that I came to 

understand fully the historical struggle and complex politico-cultural negotiations that 

had won this space for Tucson’s youth. The youth, for their part, would have 

disappointed today’s state legislators, who imagine such classes to be hotbeds of cultural 
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insurgency: Like students in any other high school classroom across the country, the 

youth were on alternating days bored, giddy, distracted, engaged, preoccupied. While the 

curriculum in which they were enrolled was the product of an intense sociopolitical war 

over nationality, ethnicity, and border historicity, the students’ most immediate, daily 

preoccupations tended toward their relationships with friends, peers, family, and the 

events of their neighborhood. It would not take long, however, for the students and I, 

alike, to come to understand how intimately connected these two seemingly disparate sets 

of concerns were. 

I hadn’t been in the classroom long – one hour on the first day of the SJEP, to be 

precise – when I recorded the following: 

The class period is winding down, and the group consisting of Valeria, Kali, Noe 
and Esme has started talking about how they haven’t gotten any sleep the 
previous night. They talk about two huge and apparently near-simultaneous police 
raids that occurred in the middle of the night near [their homes]. As I listen to 
them talk animatedly about the whole thing, it occurs to me how… normal… their 
tones and manners are – discussing the blaring police sirens and loudspeakers; 
snipers on the roofs of nearby houses; needing to duck below the window line.  
Later, when I read Alice McIntyre’s piece on the effects of everyday violence on 
students and schooling, I think back to this conversation. 

 
Alice McIntyre (2000) has discussed the infiltrating and fragmenting effects of violence 

on urban youths’ concentration and consciousness, both within school and without. She 

notes, specifically (ibid.: 123-124), that 

violence can have a negative impact on, among other things, a child’s education, 
health, emotional well-being, sense of self, and ability to communicate effectively 
with others. Other [research suggests] that the stressors associated with urban 
violence (e.g., poverty, racism, single-parent families, drug abuse, and availability 
of guns and other firearms) have contributed to high incidents of posttraumatic 
stress syndrome (PTSD) among youth and local residents (see, e.g., Berman, 
Kurtines, Silverman, and Serafina, 1996; Garbarino, 1993a; Osofsky, Wewers, 
Hann, and Fick, 1993; Pynoos et al., 1987; Werner and Weist, 1996). 
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How indeed, in the context of Montañita High School, does one separate student apathy, 

stemming from exhaustion, from the context of that exhaustion – a night spent sleepless 

with an armed police raid occurring outside? How does one consider the conditions of 

schooling in the absence of a consideration of these communal conditions, including both 

spontaneous and institutionalized forms of violence? Equally significant, if not more so, 

are the related questions that McIntyre and her colleagues did not begin to address: How 

does the education of youth in such circumstances proceed without a critical analysis of 

why their communities are ripped and rent in these ways, while the communities of their 

youthful peers in others parts of the city are not? How does the essentialism that occurs in 

the absence of critical histories and causal understandings of violence and oppression in 

particular communities affect youth on individual and collective levels? In what broader, 

social ways – moving beyond the manifestation of individual-level psychological 

challenges – does such an essentialism affect youths’ individual and collective self-

perceptions and ways of being? It was not long before I would see, broadly reproduced, 

the alienation and anomie that characterized Montañita students’ responses to these 

conditions. 

As the SJEP and TUSD Raza Studies curricula were collaboratively finding their 

footing in 2003-2004, themes of marginalization, alienation, and displacement 

reverberated across students’ everyday conversations and written narratives. The title of 

junior Kali’s identity-exploration poem, “I am Lost, but Know Where I Should Be,” 

encapsulated the liminality of many of her peers’ school and societal experiences. We 

have seen clearly that de-historicization and de-politicization are techniques of the 

hegemonic for the normalization and legitimization of its own power, as well as for the 
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rendering invisible of its pathways to that power. It was for those reasons that Freire 

insisted on the critical re-historicization of marginalized peoples and communities on the 

path toward their own legitimation and liberation. Indeed, of the themes that recurred in 

my participant observation and interview data of the Raza Studies courses between 2003 

and 2011, the most prevalent – without contest – was the idea that youth “found 

themselves,” or learned “who they were,” through the study of Mexican American 

history. A colleague on the SJEP project quoted one of the 2003-2004 student cohort as 

explaining, 

Before this class [SJEP/ Raza Studies] I did not know who I was. I did not know 
where my family came from. I just was thinking about Christopher Columbus. 
And it just made me realize what everything is and who I am. You know, be 
proud. You know, be proud of who you are. It’s the power – to know who you are 
and to be proud of who you are. It just, like, gives you power to do better for 
yourself – to keep learning, want to keep doing things. Because if you don’t know 
who you are and you don’t know what you are learning, you are like, “What the 
hell is going on?’’ You stay confused about life and about you. (Cammarota 
2007:92) 
 

In my own interviews across eight years, the sentiment of finding one’s “self” through 

learning about one’s ancestral history emerged time and again, and crossed age, cohort 

year, immigration generation, and gender. Eliana, a second-generation young woman 

whose older brother had taken the Raza Studies/SJEP course, and whose experience 

motivated her to enroll, said of her brother, “[He] discovered who he was in this class.” 

Allison, who also was born in the U.S. to Mexican immigrant parents, similarly confided: 

“When I got to this class ... I could already feel, like I could feel myself inside, like, ‘this 

is me’!” 

If we understand Mexican American youth to be part of a transnational population 

of Mexicanness, as I have argued for in Chapter Two, these students’ narratives of 
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finding an individual self within the communal, “national” self recounted through both 

Mexican and Mexican American history(ies) is both poignant and unsurprising. The 

impetus to understand one’s (metaphoric) place in the world by understanding one’s 

literal place – the town, city, or region in which one lives – is a well-documented one. 

Yet this exercise is a unique, and uniquely complicated, one for U.S.-Mexican youth on 

the U.S-Mexico border, whose fellow nationals are spread across generations and 

categories of immigration experience, and whose own family immigration histories may 

complicate traditional understandings of immigration and transnationalism alike. For 

some youth, like Allison, the border represents a porous boundary between contemporary 

self and ancestral origins – one that can be crossed with relative ease. Having early in one 

of our interviews spoken of her family’s cross-border lifestyle – American citizens or 

permanent residents, all, who visited extended family in Mexico for every major holiday 

– Allison noted that the “history” of Mexican Americans like her is in both Mexico and 

the U.S. 

Yet, though ancestral Mexican heritages in this border region may be neither 

physically nor temporally distant from the border’s youth, they may nonetheless remain 

paradoxically out-of-grasp for students – most notably, those whose parents (of which 

there were many, as we will see in later sections) either know little or teach students little 

of their own heritage, and limit their Spanish-speaking with children, or else have little 

facility with it themselves. Thus even for students whose parents were immigrants, or 

who themselves were immigrants at a young age, the impetus to learn more of both the 

rich cultural heritage of the Mexican border and of the complicated sociopolitical history 
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of Mexicans in the United States – as well as of the historical linkages between the two – 

remains. 

The sentiment of finding one’s “self” in one’s communal and ancestral history 

was not only prevalent in youths’ classroom dialogues and formal interviews, but also 

was intimately correlated with youths’ descriptions – explicit or implicit – of finding their 

“voices.” In locating their own struggles within the school, and their families’ struggles 

within society, within a re-politicized accounting of history, the students were beginning 

to explode essentializing myths that racialize violence and criminalize poverty. In turn, as 

these processes and mechanisms of exploitation and silencing became more clearly and 

understood, students’ own voices began to grow louder. Eliana described her older 

brother again: a quiet student, he “opened up,” she said, in these classes. Similarly, 

Allison reiterated time and again that her older sister, Isaura, is by nature a shy and 

“passive” person, but that within the Raza Studies/ SJEP classes she had found her own 

voice in the narratives of her historical predecessors: 

Allison: She’s [Isaura’s] like, “Yeah, and we learn about ourself, and, like, my 
self-esteem is going up high, like, I like to talk in that class!” And my sister, prior, 
she’s like... very shy. Really shy. She’s not outspoken – complete opposite of me. 
 

It was in part because of the transformation that Eliana and Allison witnessed in their 

older siblings that they, themselves, were inspired to later enroll in the classes. 

Many such youth arrived in the Raza Studies classroom with incipient 

understandings of intra-societal disparity and oppression, particularly as related to 

immigrants and U.S.-Mexican youth. Emiliano, for instance – a continuing activist youth 

who I interviewed in 2011, and whom I had known since his days as a recent-graduate 

classroom mentor in 2007-2008 – described his time previous to the Raza Studies and 
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SJEP curriculum: “I felt like I had this vague idea that things were wrong, but I didn’t 

know where to start in investigating... [This] class provided me with those tools.” My 

own classroom participant observations affirmed that the vast majority of students had 

previously either sensed, implicitly, or felt compelled to express, explicitly, that things 

were “not right” – whether within the school, in the larger community, or both. I had 

been in the classroom just three weeks, in the very first semester of the SJEP, when I 

documented the following in my fieldnotes: 

Class starts as usual, with the students moving their desks into a circle. I introduce 
[the article of study] by trying to start a brief discussion of what the students 
remember from their Critical Race Theory (CRT) and critical whiteness studies of 
the previous semester. This proves interesting. The students remember the CRT 
arguments vaguely, but seem annoyed and disgruntled at the thought of doing 
something called “critical whiteness studies.” Mr. Clemente asks why there seems 
to be discontent about the idea. Several students respond that it seems stupid to 
study “whites” when that’s all they ever get in the curriculum anyway! 

 
While the students were presumably at the very beginning of their exploration into 

school-based societal inequities at this time, they had already clearly recognized that 

standard curriculum was heavily stilted, biased toward whiteness and European origin as 

normative. In the contemporary political rhetoric that claims that Raza Studies programs 

instill racial animosity and “ethnic chauvinism” (Horne 2006; cf. Chapter Seven), there is 

a presumption that students come to such classes with no previous awareness of bias in 

society, and no lived experiences of institutionalized racism. My research clearly showed 

this presumption to be deeply incorrect. Not only did students experience both the 

structural violence and “microaggressions” that have been documented in multiple school 

settings (cf. Yosso et al. 2009), they recognized them as such – though without using the 

specific vocabulary, of course, of “structural violence” and “microaggression.” 



 164

The Freirian curriculum, then, provided students with an expanded and refined 

vocabulary with which to frame critiques that were already emergent from their life 

experiences. Lydia explains, “I can talk for myself and make sense. Before, I didn’t know 

how to speak up for myself. Now, I see things critically.” Allison echoed Lydia: “I think 

my voice is powerful!” Allison also described her sister Isaura’s appreciation for the class 

as largely having to do with the fact that it drew forth, as relevant, her experiences and 

values: “She liked it because it was different – she liked it because she had a voice.” 

When I asked Maya what effects she felt that the classes had had on her, she reflected: 

The way that I think... I’m not so passive anymore. I’m very conscious of what’s 
going on around me, and I really care about what’s going on around me!” “I 
think, just my mentality...” she said, trailing off. 
 

Flor says that she started out as “a very opinionated person,” but that the class “helps 

make my opinion stronger.” She adds that she saw changes in her classmates, too – that 

they now “think before they say things”; they think things through in general; and 

“everybody has their own opinion and is not afraid to express them.” At the conclusion of 

a classroom discussion in 2007, during which the students had been sharing their ideas 

about why some schools have access to resources that others do not, Allison exclaimed, 

“Why is it that before these classes, we didn’t know anything?! Or we did, but we didn’t 

say anything?!” Such emergences of “voice” – agentive and confident articulations of 

social disparity – have been described as a first step toward self-determination 

(Ardizzone 2003), and constituted for many of these youth a critical, initial step into the 

pathway of conscientización. 

With the “naming” of forms, sources, and strategies of oppression, in turn, comes 

the potential for individual and collective remediation through action. In fieldnotes from 
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early 2008, I recount a story that Mr. Clemente has told me – about one of this class’s 

students, Charity. Mr. Clemente explains that Charity’s brother was about to get into a 

fight in the Montañita commons, and Charity stepped in and prevented the fight. When an 

administrator pulled her aside and asked her what she thought she was doing, she became 

visibly upset while explaining and defending her role. Because her heated response to the 

administrator included expletives, the school sentenced her to a nine-day suspension (Mr. 

Clemente explained to me, by way of context, that the standard sentence for fighting, 

itself, is 5 days of suspension). Instead of resigning herself to an all-too common 

administrative strategy toward Cholla’s students, however, Charity did something very 

unusual: she focused her indignation and anger toward self-redeeming action, and 

appealed the decision to the district – while also contacting the media and alerting them 

to her situation. Because of these actions, her penalty was reduced to five days of in-

school suspension, and – Mr. Clemente added – Charity received apologies from either 

district or school administrators. 

While the manner in which Charity “spoke up” to assert her rights within the 

institution of the school is compelling enough, what was even more significant was her 

later explanation to Mr. Clemente of her rationale for fighting the unjust – yet not unusual 

– type of punishment that was meted out to her: Mr. Clemente quotes her as saying, “I 

will not be suspended for nine days. I will  graduate and walk [in the graduation 

ceremony] with my class.” Charity’s account suggests that the implications for education 

that facilitations of student critical consciousness and “voice” promote are powerful, and 

may in fact both challenge and complicate understandings of school-based “resistances” 

as either promoting or delimiting students’ educational opportunities and standing. In 
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other words, Charity’s claim to her “voice” in the first encounter with school 

administrators, during the fight, nearly cost her her graduation; however, in the second 

encounter – the one in which Charity confronted the silencing attempted by school 

administrators inherent to the penalty of suspension – she reclaimed her power as a social 

agent within the school. 

 

4.3.2  “We are Like Family”: The Development of a Collective of Caring 

It’s my first day in the classroom – I’m the second SJEP team member to descend on 
the class – and the students don’t seem fazed at all. I’ve already sat through Mr. 
Clemente’s 5th-period class (after accidentally arriving an hour early), and even the 
manner in which the students enter class is different than those of 5th period. They 
seem calmer, somewhat less antsy and agitated, and less divided by internal cliques – 
more a mini community, maybe. (fieldnotes 1/9/03) 
 

 In the eight years since the inception of the SJEP within the Raza Studies 

curriculum at Montañita, colleagues and I have sought to understand the process by 

which students in that initial cohort became, as one student later put it, “like family.” As 

evident in the above fieldnotes, it struck me on my very first day in the classroom. In this 

section, I argue that three principal elements contributed to the formation and 

mobilization of a functional form of solidarity in the 2003-2004 cohort. These elements 

were, (1) the shared experience of marginality (a marginality that, I argue, went even 

beyond that experienced by most youth of color); (2) collective action on behalf of a 

voiceless, even more acutely disempowered population; and (3) the deepening of self- 

and mutual respect through the aforementioned collective action for social justice. In this 

section, I develop the notion of a “collective of caring” – a form of carnalismo evidenced 

by the students that not only indexed their shared forms of school and societal 

marginalization, and their mutual commitment and respect, but that also explicitly moved 
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them toward collective action. I argue that the students’ coalescence into a “collective of 

caring” was, in turn, the final, quickening factor in a process of collective 

conscientización that had begun with the learning of community and ancestral histories 

(the Raza Studies coursework), and evolved through the focusing and refinement of this 

emergent critical consciousness in the collective. 

 

Shared Experiences of Marginalization 

Experiences like Charity’s – in which school administrators believe they can (and 

often do) act with relative impunity towards students at Montañita – are distressingly 

common. This form of disempowerment is layered upon multiple other sources of 

marginalization for most students at Montañita. The majority of these students were what  

I term here “multiply marginalized,” owing to their situation as, (1) youth; (2) youth of 

color, (3) youth of low or moderately low income; (4) students in a poorly funded, poorly 

resourced school; and (5) students of a national ancestry growing increasingly suspect in 

the border region.  These students had all been, by their junior year and the start of the 

SJEP, tracked into remedial classes for underperforming students, and many had either 

dropped out once, or were planning to drop out as soon as possible. Many years later, 

reflecting on her cohort during the first year of the SJEP, Kali described the students’ 

common origin in communities for whom privation and periodic violence were the norm 

as being fundamental to her cohorts’ initial bonding: 

Kali: We all shared, like, the experience of DES;33 we were all free lunch,34 we 
had single parents or we were living with a tia or nana; we all had bad grades, and 

                                                 
33 (Arizona) Department of Economic Security, the state’s arbiter of public assistance. 
34 Eligible for free or reduced lunch through the federally subsidized National School Lunch Program. Free 
or reduced lunch is available to students whose families earn just above the federally determined poverty 
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every one of us or almost had dropped out of school at some point except for 
Esme... 
 
LS: Really? I didn’t realize that you had dropped out! 
 
Kali: Yeah, we had all dropped out, or we had flunked a semester, or... We were 
all lower than a 2.0 [GPA]. 

 
Even though Kali’s peers within this cohort belonged to different cliques, or peer groups, 

within the school; were of varying immigration generation and status (documented or 

undocumented); and displayed a variety of ethnic makeups and ethnic self-identifications 

within Latinidad; she describes a sense of mutual respect and support that derived from 

the cohort’s shared sense of marginality – a marginality experienced both within the 

school and in society at large. 

Freirian conscientización presumes an expanding worldview; one in which the 

individual sees herself as both subject and potentially transformative agent of oppressive 

social structures. As such, collectivities born from individual and communal experiences 

of conscientización are seen to emerge and grow from explicitly political understandings 

of local or larger-scale inequities. In the 2003-2004 cohort, such solidarity – established 

through students’ recognition of theirs’, and their peers’, location in much larger 

collectives of racialized and marginalized experience in the United States – did obtain, 

well into the curriculum. However, it came to be built upon a pre-existing form of 

collectivity, or solidarity, that itself developed through students’ shared experiences and 

narratives of immediate, everyday forms of marginalization and alienation – both within 

school and without. 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
level. In 2012, these figures were 1.3% of poverty earning for free-lunch eligibility and 1.85% for reduced 
lunch (cf. Federal Register 2012).. 



 169

Building Solidarity through Common Cause 

In the mid-spring of 2003, when the class’s four SJEP project groups were 

beginning to converge on their specific topics of research, the class as a whole began to 

“tour” their own school with pens, paper pads, disposable cameras, and the eyes of social 

scientists. Inspired by Laurie Olsen’s “The Maps of Madison High” (Olsen 1997), the 

students were tasked with examining both the distinct and overlapping spaces occupied 

by various student cohorts within the school. What emerged from the exercise – along 

with the intended “social maps” of youth cliques and cohorts – was something quite 

distinct, and ultimately proved tremendously significant for the cohering of the class into 

a collectivity. 

Noe, who up until recently had been side-tracked into classes for the 

“Emotionally Disabled” (ED) due to his energetic personality and self-proclaimed 

“difficulties” managing strong emotions, convinced his project group to visit the 

classroom that the ED students shared with otherwise differentially abled students at 

Montañita. The classroom itself was not far from the quonset hut housing the Raza 

Studies classes, tucked into the exterior wall of the school on the periphery of campus. 

Noe’s project group came to learn that the ED and LD (learning disabled) students spent 

their entire day in this single classroom, isolated from the quad and the majority of 

Montañita’s campus, in what some years ago had been the auto shop classroom. The 

students’ desks were scattered between old shop equipment, including abandoned heavy 

machinery, and there were – predictably – no windows. The students returned from their 

first visit to the ED/ LD classroom with numerous photos, and a lot to say. 
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Even very early on in the 2003-2004 cohort’s involvement, varying articulations 

of space, place, and aesthetics had been quite evidently understood by students to index 

certain forms of valuation and devaluation within the school. When Noe’s project group 

returned from the ED/ LD classroom – to which they later brought the whole class – there 

was an immediate and powerful quickening of analytical attention and shared emotion 

concerning the situation of the ED and LD students. The touring students were indignant 

and stunned about the message of devaluation they believed as being conveyed to the 

class’s students via their isolation on the margins of campus; their lack of adequate and 

safe facilities (the Raza Studies students were deeply concerned about the continued 

presence of heavy machinery, though it was non-operational); and the invisibility of it all 

to other Montañita students – recall that most of this class’s students had been on the 

Montañita campus for at least two years, and hadn’t known of the nature of the 

classroom. 

For his part, Noe conveyed – haltingly at times – that this was the first time he 

had been able to give voice to the shame and frustration of being considered by the 

school behaviorally inferior (emotionally “dis-abled”). While demonstrably bright and 

creative – outside of school, which he attended only sporadically, Noe managed a small 

but burgeoning emcee and B-Boy (breakdance) business – he had nonetheless even in the 

context of the Raza Studies classroom periodically appeared apathetic and distracted 

during classroom discussions (or, as noted earlier, simply not shown up to class at all). 

There was an observable shift in Noe, however, over the course of the weeks in which the 

larger class came to be involved with the subject of the ED and LD classroom – starting 
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with the moment that the students experienced, and expressed their shock at the condition 

of, the class’s room itself. 

While his attendance was still only moderately predictable, Noe became more 

vocal in classroom discussions about both small-group and larger classroom goals and 

action initiatives. And while I did not have the opportunity to interview Noe privately, to 

more deeply probe the various thoughts, ideas, and feelings undergirding this shift, from 

my twice-weekly in-school and periodic after-school observations over the course of the 

semester it appeared abundantly clear to me that sharing his experiences with the class – 

garnering their support for students like him – bound Noe to the motives and outcomes of 

their collective work in a deep and qualitatively new way. In the process, it also 

reinvested him in his schooling, through his renewed attentiveness to the curriculum of 

the Raza Studies class while in class, and his renewed motivation (if still uneven) to 

attend school for the purpose of going to class. 

From the perspective of collective action fomentation, the experience of the class 

with the ED/ LD classroom was a catalytic moment in solidarity building toward 

collective action for change. It was not only Noe’s project group, but the class at large, 

that lit on the state of the classroom as a cause for which they could work. The topic ran 

parallel to ones that others groups of students had identified as representing the 

devaluation of Montañita’s students overall – crumbling ceiling tiles in the gym, non-

functional lockers in the commons, lack of soap in the bathroom dispensers and missing 

doors on the bathroom stalls – but it appeared to carry a more powerful emotional charge. 

What seemed to emerge, specifically, in the tone and content of students’ discussions, 

was the fact that the ED and LD students were the most disadvantaged students on a 
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campus of multiple disadvantaged students. These students, the class at large believed, 

needed both exposure of their unjust situation, and the advocates that would make such 

exposure, and eventual change, possible. 

In the moment that the students not only found their individual “voices” (in cases 

like Noe’s) and collective voice, but also implicitly recognized that the ED and LD 

students remained voiceless, they were moving into a form of solidarity that utilized such 

a collective voice precisely for the betterment of the voiceless. Such a quickening, and a 

merging of critical consciousness and collective commitment, became – I argue – a 

catalyst for the class’s later movements toward collective action (or “activism”) on behalf 

of variously articulated causes. The first wave of this action, in the 2003 cohort, became 

letters to, and discussions with, Montañita administrators. Later, the class presented on 

this and other topics to the TUSD School Board, students and staff at the nearby 

University of Arizona, and other community members. By the end of the summer of 

2003, a small group of the students – led by Noe – had produced a video documentary 

highlighting the situation of the Montañita ED/ LD classroom; other deteriorated 

conditions within the school, and dangerous environmental conditions near the school; 

and a comparative glance at the conditions of a high-income, largely white, high school 

across town. These actions – stemming from the class’s collective experience of the ED/ 

LD classroom – resulted in one of their first collective triumphs, too, when the class was 

subsequently moved into a regular classroom, and other dilapidated conditions within the 

school subsequently addressed. 
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The Deepening of Self- and Mutual Respect through Social Justice Action 

I have hinted already at a development of mutual caring and respect that was 

generated by the 2003-2004 cohort students’ collective involvement in action on behalf 

of the ED/ LD classroom. In this section, I’d like to delve deeper into the significance of 

this newly deepened self- and mutual respect as it was both born from and foundational 

for collective forms of action. Toward the end of the first semester of the SJEP, the day 

after the students have made a collection presentation to a representative from a major 

national funding agency, I noted the following in my fieldnotes: 

... Mr. Clemente asks the students whether there are any criticisms they can come 
up with regarding their presentations – specifically, for instance, whether anyone 
feels like they could have contributed more. Esme (among three or four students) 
raises her hand in the affirmative. When asked why she didn’t contribute as much 
as she felt she should have, Esme doesn’t exactly answer, but Kali offers, “Esme’s 
shy...” To this, Alejandra exclaims, “Esme’s smart!” Valeria quickly responds, 
“We’re all smart – we just need to know [how to do it/how to say things].” 
Interestingly, today, even when students offer criticism of themselves, others in 
the class are quick to deny that their own self-criticisms are valid; they offer lots 
of support and encouragement to each other, and almost everyone in the class is 
given kudos by someone else in the class. Roman, in particular, looks flattered 
when Mr. Clemente and Valeria both point out how interesting and profound his 
comment about [a subject of class discussion] is, and also how well-put his 
metaphor regarding the cops at the top of the hill as “overseers” [another topic of 
conversation] is. 

 
While I’ve noted in the discussion of students’ shared experiences of marginality that 

these common experiences were generative of incipient forms of solidarity, the students 

nevertheless behaved in quotidian spaces, in the first few months of the curriculum, as 

any other teens might – teasing and taunting their peers on personal and scholastic topics.  

By the time that I recorded my above observations, however, three months into the 

semester, there was a notable shift away from demeaning language – whether in jest or 

not – not only in reference to each other, but in reference to themselves. While students 
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offered self-critiques following their presentation, in other words, others were quick to 

point out the contributions that those same students had made, as well as their overall 

value to the project. 

When I asked Kali in 2011 what part she believed the Raza Studies classes, and 

the particular SJEP curriculum within the classes, had had on the development of such 

solidarity, Kali said that the historicity and upending of “official” knowledge of the Raza 

Studies coursework had, for her, “started the transformation,” but that the storytelling, 

collective research, and collective action portions of the curriculum had been the ultimate 

catalysts for an intensification of solidarity with her classroom peers: 

SJEP brought in the “hands-on” element – after-school work, partner work, 
hearing other people’s stories and experiences... these were most powerful in the 
transformation process.” 

 
Indeed, today – eight years after their graduation, Kali remains in contact with many of 

her Raza Studies/ SJEP peers. 

 While social movements have been extensively theorized as born of the solidarity 

developed within and between collectives and communities, the transition from 

community-building to communal action has been less frequently theorized. Indeed, 

though the notion of “conscientizacion,” as it is “consciousness” married to “praxis,” 

includes the element of action, Freire less explicitly addressed the bridge between 

individual critical consciousness and collective action for social movements – namely, 

the consolidation and self-identification of the collective. Meanwhile, apart from the 

literature on the founding Chicano movements, the moment of catalyst of youth 

movements from their origins in articulated collective grievances and critiques has been 

woefully under-examined. In this section I turn to such an examination: of the forms and 
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degrees of mobilization birthed from the SJEP/ Raza Studies students’ individual, small-

group, and larger classroom engagements. 

As the Raza Studies and SJEP curricula, both, evolved over the period of my field 

research, and as successive cohorts integrated their own concerns and individual and 

collective stories into the curricula, so too evolved various student approaches to the 

remediation of identified social problems. While the first cohort had, by the end of their 

first semester, mobilized quite significantly for the improvement of the ED/ LD 

classroom situation, there was another, more subtle – and, ultimately, further-reaching – 

action that had happened first: They had begun to show up to school. Gradually, in 

greater numbers and with greater regularity, the 2003-2004 cohort’s students were 

actually present each day in class – a collective transformation of note in a school that, at 

the time, had an average daily non-attendance rate of at least 20%. 

I have demonstrated that many students (Kali, for instance) came to engage more 

fully with the subject of the Raza Studies and SJEP curricula through their historically 

relevant, culturally validating, and collective research and action approaches; and that 

others found the moment of commitment when their most immediate stories became 

visible and validated by their peers (as in Noe’s case). In both of these cases is evidenced 

new degrees of investment and new claims to belonging. But the newfound commitment 

to attendance evidenced in the 2003-2004 cohort reflected, I argue, something even more 

foundational to the cohort’s eventual collective action: it indexed a newfound sense of 

mutual commitment and responsibility by students to their peers – to the classroom 

collective. This sense of mutual responsibility and respect is at the heart of carnalismo, 

which constituted an important concept and guiding ethic in the Chicano movements of 
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the 1960s. In Montañita’s Raza Studies students, I saw a form of carnalismo that went 

beyond the “brotherhood” (carnalismo’s literal translation) of shared ethnicity and 

politicization, to a felt sense of solidarity that explicitly included  a concern for peers’ 

educational outcomes. I therefore propose the term “collective of caring” to capture these 

particular forms of solidarity, adjoining to carnalismo the driving concepts of 

Valenzuela’s (1999) “pedagogies of caring,” which the theorist defined as an authentic 

care and concern on the part of teachers that elicits, in immigrant and minority students, 

newfound re-investments in their own schooling. I propose the term, “collective of 

caring,” for an additional reason: While carnalismo can be, and is frequently, used to 

refer to women’s solidarity (carnalisma), it nonetheless has a distinctly masculine 

rhetorical history35; In the case of my ethnography, this linkage of fraternal/ sororal 

solidarity (often born, as we have seen in the 2003-2004 cohort, of the shared marginality 

of students) with students’ reinvestment in their education – not only through pedagogical 

and curricular investment in them, as students, but through their mutual scholastic 

validation as well – is of paramount importance. I therefore use “collective of caring” to 

capture the mutual interdependence and reciprocality of these two elements in Montañita 

students’ organization toward action for social change. 

                                                 
35 Efforts have certainly been made to revise and refine the notion of carnalismo to include women’s 
solidarity; for instance, the University of Arizona’s MEChA club homepage, equating carnalismo with 
“Chicanism@” (a new denotation of Chicanismo/o that uses the @ symbol to denote both the male “o” and 
female “a” at once): “Chicanismo is carnalismo: the responsibility and commitment to all Chican@ 
brothers and sisters throughout the university and community regardless of their age, socioeconomic status, 
sexual orientation, or nationality. Chicanismo further implies having respect for Chican@ history, Chican@ 
culture and values. Therefore, the term Chican@ is grounded in a philosophy not nationality. To be 
Chican@ is not a birthright, rather it is a state of mind.” (https://sites.google.com/a/email.arizona.edu/ 
mecha) However, as per its historical usage, carnalismo has elsewhere been defined as “Carnalismo, an 
ethic of fraternal solidarity or brotherhood (from carnal, of the flesh) ... used by male Chicano activists to 
define the binding qualities of Chicanismo” (Allatson 2007). One sees a similarly masculinist bent in 
carnalismo’s humorous or popular usage: “carnalismo: its an inner attitude that a true vato has, full of 
loyalty, courage and love for his homies: ese i ain drinkin wit u no mo, u loosin dat carnalismo in u 
(http://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=carnalismo). 



 177

The terminology offers a second utility: as it captures both the critical 

consciousness and praxis of conscientización, but in the collective, it allows us to 

recognize such collective organizations as forms of social action themselves. In other 

words, the entity that is the “collective of caring” not only enables multiple forms of 

communal activism through its aggregation and empowerment of the collective, but, in 

some instances – like the mutual challenge toward school attendance – itself becomes the 

form of activism. I offer this concept as a bridge to the next section, which examines the 

varied scales and forms of Montañita students’ mobilizations for social justice action, and 

draws us back to the insights of feminist, borderlands, and other scholars who have 

enjoined us to maintain an expansive awareness of how individual- and collective-level 

“activism” manifests among contemporary Chicana/o youth. 

 

4.3.3  “It Doesn’t Matter How Small the Difference You Make, as Long as You 
Make It”: The Significance of Micro-Mobilizations 
 

Improved consistency in attendance and classroom participation was the most 

subtle and quotidian of what ultimately proved to be a number of small-scale “micro-

mobilizations” in subsequent Raza Studies/ SJEP cohorts. And it is not only for reasons 

of theoretical affinity that I propose the significance of these small-scale actions – in 

other words, my belief in the importance of “seeing” from the vantage offered by 

feminist/ Chicana/ Borderlands theorists; rather, I argue that recognizing such small-scale 

actions as forms of activism help us to understand, within Tucson, the bridge between the 

early years of the decade, when very little apparent youth “activism” was occurring, and 

the end of the decade, when hugely visible and public youth actions exploded into the 

city’s established political spaces and discourses. 



 178

Deep in the fall semester of 2008, students in Mr. Clemente’s class were coming 

to an important stage in their class-level evolution toward praxis, when their individual 

action research groups were tasked with articulating the local and larger changes that they 

believed must emerge from the problem-situation that their research had identified and 

explored. During that day’s classwork, I noticed a lot of resistance, from the group 

organized around the topic of “gangs and drugs,” with respect to articulating a change to 

be worked toward. In their conversation with me, the four young men insisted that 

“things have just always been this way.” When I asked them, “What makes you believe 

that gangs have always been around?”, they replied that there been groups, or bands, of 

individuals dating back to Biblical times. When I asked the group about whether those 

were the kinds of “gangs” that they had had intended their research question to address, 

they uncertainly replied that no, it was specifically violent groups that they were talking 

about. Nonetheless, as I phrased it in my fieldnotes, 

I can tell that they are not convinced that there is anything that youth such as them 
can do about the existence of gangs, whether broadly or locally; nor are they 
convinced that gang activity is not inevitable. 
 
This sense of impotency, however, stood in contrast to the experiences of another, 

five-person project group. This group, which happened to be all young women, had 

sparked an animated conversation in the class at large, and had evoked some significant 

admiration (and astonishment) when they presented their own “field research” on the 

topic of poverty. The young women told the class that they had been interviewing 

homeless men when the men’s earnest stories of hunger and harassment by passers-by 

compelled the young women to bring them to a nearby fast food restaurant and pay for 

their meal. The larger class was at first stunned when the young women recounted this 
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personal involvement with the men of their mini-ethnography; no one else had made the 

“academic” so personal.36 But quickly the classroom conversation became inspired, and 

rapid-fire, as students tossed out ideas for how youth like them could help other 

individuals like the homeless men of the Poverty group’s ethnography. Through personal 

example, and quite probably without even thinking about it as such, the young women of 

the group had offered hope for the possibility of addressing a tremendously large and 

overwhelming societal problem – poverty – precisely because they had done it in a 

manner, and on a scale, that seemed accessible to their peers; further, they had done so in 

a manner consistent with the deepest meaning of Freirian “praxis” – change that emerges 

organically from the sparking of critical consciousness, and the application of this critical 

consciousness to everyday situations. 

While “poverty” is clearly as large and daunting a topic as “gangs and drugs,” the 

difference between the groups, it became evident, had occurred in the process of critique-

to-mobilization. However small the Poverty group’s contribution, it had served as a 

catalytic moment in the transmutation of critical social awareness into social action. 

Moreover, this movement from awareness to action had arisen from the small-group 

collective, and had, in turn, visibly moved the larger class collective toward a new way of 

thinking about “social justice action.” Over the three cohorts of my study, a large portion 

of students at some point identified the dilapidated conditions of their school and local 

neighborhoods as “social problems” needing remediation. And though classroom mentors 

– including myself, at times – worried that students were becoming stuck at superficial 

concerns; were fixating on the visible at the expense of the broad, subterranean, obscured 

                                                 
36 Indeed, both Mr. Clemente and I – as an adult “mentor –were a little startled and disconcerted at the idea 
of the young women taking unknown men anywhere in their cars. 
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forces of hegemony; I came to revise my own understanding considerably after reflecting 

upon the day of these young women’s presentation. I came to believe, and will develop 

the argument for in the remainder of this section, that at least one of the reasons that 

students across cohorts turned their “social justice action” proposals to food distribution; 

school building improvements; graffiti remediation; and the creation of sidewalks, parks, 

and playgrounds; is precisely because these sorts of proposals and projects bridge the 

consciousness-action gap. 

In the same, fall semester of 2008, Mr. Clemente’s other Raza Studies/ SJEP class 

was discussing the school’s appearance relative lack of resources and upkeep, and the 

devaluation of students that is implicit in bathrooms with no stall doors or soap in the 

dispensers, un-remediated graffiti, and the like. The class agreed that this dilapidation of 

the school “lowers morale”; one student contributed that Montañita seems “downgraded.” 

Several students agreed that these conditions make Montañita “look bad” to outsiders. An 

adult project mentor suggested that he didn’t think that it is the physical appearance of 

the school that makes people think badly about the school, but rather the fact that the 

school has a largely minority (Latina/o) student population. Kali, the Raza Studies/ SJEP 

alum who was the other university-based classroom mentor that day, countered: she first 

sought to acknowledge students’ feelings of powerlessness in the face of seemingly 

intractable, institutionalized social issues, and then folded into this awareness new ways 

of thinking about “societal level” change (the following are her words as recorded in my 

fieldnotes): 

It’s discouraging to think that the bad perception is because of the race of 
students, because this is your neighborhood, and the demographics of the school 
aren’t going to change... You can’t focus on what other people think, but you can 
start to change the physical appearance, or whatever, around your environment or 
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school or community in ways that make you proud, and feel like you’re 
accomplishing something. That is how you start to address larger issues, like 
racism... 

 
As mentioned earlier, one of the most predictable topics of conversation and concern 

across five cohorts between 2003 and 2009 was the terrible physical conditions of the 

school, sometimes accompanied by discussions of Montañita’s sending neighborhoods. 

Observations typically centered on physical damage and persistent lack of resources. In 

one lighthearted exchange, students were shocked to learn from Kali that, “in some 

schools, the vending machines are not in cages!” In other, more serious, exchanges, 

students complained about the weight of carrying heavy backpacks around all day, which 

was necessitated by the school administration’s refusal to fix the decades-old lockers at 

Montañita. 

In addition to what the students pointed out, I observed over these years that Mr. 

Clemente frequently had to turn his computer monitor to the class to show a video, or a 

student group’s Powerpoint presentation, since projectors were frequently unavailable or 

broken. (By 2008-2009, even the classroom’s television and VCR/DVD player were 

permanently broken – as was the mobile cart to which they were attached). I also was 

privy to a classroom conversation in 2008 in which Mr. Clemente had to explain that the 

class would not be able to complete an assignment that they had started because the 

school had run out of the necessary textbooks.  

While lack of textbooks and electronic equipment are not overtly glorious causes 

to mobilize around, nor do they carry the weight and grandeur of possible future 

historical significance with them – as do, for instance, mobilizations toward large-scale 

immigration reform (an extremely common topic of political organizing and activism in 
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Arizona), the students nonetheless astutely read into these situations meta-narratives that 

included the devaluing of minority students’ education. These meta-narratives, in turn, 

pointed to even larger issues of race-, class- and ethnicity-based institutionalized 

injustice. Gandy (2002:736) discusses the surprising significance that a community-wide 

garbage collection initiative in East Harlem (New York City’s historically Puerto Rican 

barrio) held for the development of the Young Lords Party in 1969: 

One of the first activities of the newly formed Young Lords was to find out what 
issues were of greatest concern to the Puerto Rican community. To the evident 
surprise of some Lords activists, the most immediate preoccupation turned out to 
be the filthy state of the streets in the barrio. Piles of garbage were being routinely 
ignored by the city’s sanitation department, in stark contrast to the pristine 
sidewalks of affluent districts in downtown Manhattan. For the residents of the 
barrio, uncollected garbage had become a poignant symbol of the indignity of 
poverty, political invisibility and municipal neglect ... These concerns led to the 
Lords’ first direct action, the “garbage offensive”, which was launched on 27 July 
1969. As Guzmán (1971:75) recalls: “The best thing to hook into was garbage, 
’cause garbage is visible and everybody sees it … So we started out with this 
thing, ‘Well, we’re gonna clean up the street’. This brought the college people and 
the street people together, ’cause when street people saw college people pushing 
brooms and getting dirty, that blew their minds.” Within a few weeks there were 
so many people involved that a group of activists demanded extra brooms from 
the local sanitation department in order to extend the mass sweeping of the streets. 
The dismissive attitude of the city’s sanitation service towards the Lords’ 
demands for clean streets led to a rapid escalation in the garbage activism. In 
order to draw attention to the state of their neighbourhood, Lords activists and 
supporters then began repeatedly placing uncollected garbage in the middle of the 
streets overnight in order to force the city authorities to take action. By 17 August, 
the action spread, as uncollected garbage and burning cars were used to barricade 
the main avenues in the barrio; Madison, Lexington and Third avenues were 
blocked at  110th, 111th, 115th, 118th and 120th streets, and across a six-block 
area angry residents staged what the New York Times (1969) described as a 
“garbage-throwing melée”. Meanwhile, a crowd of 1000 people marched on the 
police station at 126th Street to draw attention to widespread police harassment. 
 

Not only did the first action of the Young Lords address both an immediate, practical 

need of its community, as well as the symbolic devaluation of the community inherent in 

such a state of municipal material neglect, but this comparatively small collective action 
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brought together an internally diverse community and moved it toward more overtly 

politicized actions addressing even more intractable, community issues – in this case, 

police violence and harassment in the community. 

Coming back to the young women of the Poverty group: their micro-mobilization, 

feeding homeless men, was notable not only for the fact that they themselves did not have 

much money to spare for the men’s meal – like the youth leaders of the Young Lords, 

they created change with what they had available to them (a few dollars in this case, 

rather than brooms) – but also was significant for the fact that their age and ethnicity 

cohort have not been groomed by school or society to believe that they have inherent 

power to change their community. In fact, even classroom mentors may have 

unconsciously reproduced such devaluations of these youths’ change capacity by 

challenging students toward “larger” objects of attention and proposed remediation. Yet 

in finding some small action that they could take, and using the story of their action to 

motivate their peers, the young women’s approach mirrored the early actions of such 

later-powerful groups as the Young Lords, and in doing such lent strength to Kali’s 

argument that, for such multiply marginalized youth, 

start[ing] to change the physical appearance, or whatever, around your 
environment or school or community... That is how you start to address larger 
issues, like racism. 
 

In claiming the potential of students like her to act toward social justice in everyday 

ways, even without access to special tools or resources, Eliana concluded: “It doesn’t 

matter how small the difference you make, as long as you make it.” What Eliana and her 

peers may have intuited, but not even fully yet recognized, are the ways in which such 

“small actions” seed and sprout into later, larger collective and their movements. 
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At both the collective and individual level, ultimately – given the multiple, 

overlapping forms of disempowerment that all Raza Studies/ SJEP students have 

experienced by the time they are high school juniors and seniors – these forms of micro-

mobilization, which lead students to believe that they can have immediate effects on their 

world, must be understood to be significant. Urrieta (2004:5) has called actions such as 

these “improvisations”: 

When improvisations are seen as agency, this in turn contributes to the potential 
for a local or full-scale new social movement. “Improvisation can become the 
basis for a reformed subjectivity” (Holland 1998:18) and has the potential for 
collective action. Chicana/o identity, ideology and activism, when viewed as a 
daily conscious practice, have this potential through the continuity of political 
generations and micro-cohorts that remain consistent (Whittier 1995) since the 
’60s. 
 

While classroom teachers and adult mentors alike have, across cohorts, remained 

concerned when student policy recommendations have focused on the micro- rather than 

macro-scale of transformative possibility, I suggest that, at the individual level – rather 

than being “uncritical,” or resisting Freire’s “decolonization” (one of the most commonly 

expressed worries of Montañita- and university-based class mentors) the students were, 

rather, intuitively following a path better characterized as “improvised” forms of 

grassroots activism fully consistent with the paradigm of transformative praxis. This 

praxis manifests both the agency and critical consciousness sometimes presumed, by 

mentors, to be absent in such quotidian change-effort proposals; and reworks and 

reinforces itself through not only teachers’ support, but through students’ mutual 

empowerment and caring. I would add that such approaches – which, in my ethnography, 

were proposed equally by young men and women – also hearken back to the small-scale, 

building efforts often heralded by feminist scholars to be both foundational to movements 
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themselves, and characteristic of women’s work in such movements. The nature of my 

data limits the conclusions that I might draw regarding the particular experiences and 

forms of action of young men at Montañita, but I will have much more to say about this 

topic with regard to the young women of my ethnography in Chapter Six. 

 What I propose we draw from this section on Chicana/o youth within the high 

school is that conscientización arises in the nexus of the individual with her community; 

its praxis element is articulated in both communal instances of  formal, politicized action 

and – even more often – in daily forms of peer and community education and “micro-

mobilization”; and such forms of small-scale action sometimes take the shape of – or, 

have the consequence of – deepened forms of student engagement with formal and 

informal modes of education.  I will speak more of the implications for schooling of 

Chicana/o youth in Chapter Five. 

 
 
4.4  The “Continuing Activist” Youth of Tucson 

If high-school age youth actions from 2003 through 2009 were often 

characterized by subtle, daily forms of mutual support and individual action, by 2010-

2011 the tone and tenor and scale of youth organizing and action had shifted remarkably. 

The year 2011 alone witnessed two TUSD walkouts, in which both Montañita students 

and alums – college-age activist-leaders – figured prominently; the prior year, 2010, saw 

high-school and college-age youth join in an insistent series of protests addressing anti-

immigration legislation (AZ SB 1070) and the proposed elimination of TUSD’s Ethnic 

Studies programs – of which Raza Studies is by far the largest, serving the greatest 

number of students, across Tucson. 
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Thus while I had imagined my ethnography complete in 2009, I felt compelled in 

2011 to reconnect with (or, in some cases, come to know for the first time) some of 

Tucson’s older-youth activist-leaders, who I call herein the “continuing activists.” Over 

the summer of 2011, I conducted a series of lengthy interviews (averaging 2 ½ - 3 ½ 

hours, each) with longtime activist youth aged 21 to 27. Among the theoretical questions 

with which I approached the interviews with continuing activists were, “How does 

individual conscientización shift, evolve, and reciprocally influence forms of self-

identification and activism over time?”; “What shapes does the collective action of older 

youth take, and how do these relate to the action of high-school age youth?’; and “What 

keeps youth involved in varied forms of social justice action over time?” And finally, 

remaining mindful of the intimate relationship between schooling and conscientización in 

the high-school age youth of my ethnography, “What might I learn from continuing 

activist youth about the relationships between activism and schooling?” 

I moved into this final round of fieldwork, then, seeking not only to understand 

what had shifted on the collective scale of local action to facilitate such seemingly sudden 

and visible, large-scale actions – or, possibly, what had catalyzed latent organizations, 

leaders, and other collectives toward such action – but also what such moves toward 

large-scale activism in the style of the 1960s Chicano movements signified for individual 

youths’ orientations toward, and forms of engagement in, social justice actions and 

collectives. I therefore begin this section with a turn to the 2011 ethnography, offering a 

deep exploration of the conscientización narratives of the six continuing activist youth 

with whom I conducted interviews. It’s worth noting here, as I explained in the 

“methodology” section of Chapter One,  that I came to know several of these youth 
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through their lengthy and intimate relationship with other continuing activist youth I had 

known since their Montañita days. Several I also knew of from my own time in 

participant observations and personal participation in public actions and protests around 

the proposed elimination of TUSD Ethnic Studies. Thus their involvement with this 

ethnography was multiplex, and my own sampling technique a particular kind of 

snowball approach. 

For these reasons, there are also certain limits to the data. For instance, even as 

the bulk of the data that I will consider below derived from “individual” interviews, these 

youth were in periodic – if not regular and intimate – contact with each other as part of a 

collective of activist youth. Many of the ideas and approaches to social justice action that 

I will document below, thus, have been developed and refined in the collective, and must 

be understood as such. Even as this might limit my understanding of the reciprocal 

relationship between individual identity and activist orientation prior to involvement in a 

collective, however, it also offered me a rich data for more fully understanding the pivot 

point between individual and collective conscientización and collective action. A second 

limitation of sorts concerns the gender makeup of my sample, which is almost entirely 

female (Emiliano is the single exception). This gender bias was not intentional: when I 

recognized that my first several interviews were all with young women, and that these 

women had in turn recommended to me female colleagues to interview, I asked Kali to 

point me toward some young men whom I might interview However, though I contacted 

three of the young men that Kali suggested, only one replied; and, following our initial 

communication, I did not hear back from him in time to schedule an interview. Again 

here, however, the depth of insight I gained from interviewing these five young women 
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leaders sparked understandings and larger insights into youth activism that formed the 

foundation of one of the most important chapters of this dissertation, Chapter Six: 

Mujeres of the Movimiento, and profoundly influenced my theorization of the future of 

the local Chicana/o Movement itself.  

 

4.4.1  Conscientización and Action: The Stories of Six Young Activists 

 Revilla (2004:80) notes that, “It is difficult for many to explain how it is that one 

develops conscientización,” since: 

Many of us who consider ourselves activists and who have had the experience of 
raising our racial, class, gender, and/or sexual consciousness, for example, are 
very familiar with these experiences [of actions and conversations lead[ing] to ... 
raised critical consciousness]. They become part of our identities and 
epistemologies. We sometimes forget how detailed and intricate the experience 
was and continues to be. 
 

Indeed, in examining the conscientización of continuing activist youth, in all but three 

cases I am relying on the self-reporting of critical awakening, along with its contributors 

and process(es). This presents a challenge to confident conclusions about exact 

mechanisms or processes and stages of conscientizacion precisely because, as Revilla 

points out, the awakening that is conscientización occurs in a complex dialogue between 

experience and praxis; in other words, it by definition collapses boundaries between the 

“social” (or public) and the “individual,” the “academic” and the “personal,” making 

recollection and explanation of the exact process difficult. Additionally, self-reporting of 

the past is notoriously fraught with inconsistencies and revisions, as the past of both 
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individuals and societies is understood through the lens of the present – which has been 

honed by experiences and understandings developed in the intermittent period.37 

 

Allison 

It was early in the fall semester of 2007-2008 when I arrived in Mr. Clemente’s 

second-period class a few minutes late. The class, which usually spent the first five to ten 

minutes laughing, talking, and texting before settling into the day’s work, was already 

engaged in lively conversation. The day previous, both periods of the Raza Studies/ SJEP 

class had attended a school-wide presentation by several indigenous Guatemalans about 

their struggle for health and human rights in contemporary Guatemala. Allison – like 

many of her classmates – was fired up in this morning’s classroom discussion, moved by 

the Guatemalans’ situation and brainstorming ways in which young people like her and 

her classmates might be of assistance. Allison’s comments during the class’s discussion – 

unlike those of her peers, however – turned on what he believed were imperatives to 

“take initiative,” and “sacrifice things” for the purpose of making resources available to 

the Guatemalans. Allison was specifically talking about very immediate and material 

sacrifices, it soon became clear, when she suggested, “instead of going out at night, [we 

could] save some money to start a fund...” In this conclusion about what was needed for 

change, Allison was quite unique – though a number of other students agreed that they 

                                                 
37 In Kali’s (2003-2004) and Allison’s cases (2007-2008), the exceptions, I was present in the classroom at 
the time that each was a student and undergoing what Kali would later call the “transformation.” Yet even 
in these two cases, interestingly – as well as in the narratives of two of the four other continuing activist 
youth, Emiliano and Jolene – the youth report having had a driving interest in social issues before their 
involvement in Raza Studies courses (though it was not necessarily that interest that impelled them to 
enroll in the courses). Thus we can understand the following narratives as rich and dynamic accounts of 
conscientización, but as possibly limited and incomplete ones. The two exceptional cases, Kali’s and 
Allison’s, offer some broader accounts of the character and process of awakening, as their narratives are 
accompanied by interviews and first-hand ethnographic observations that I conducted in their respective 
classrooms when they were high school students enrolled in Raza Studies/ SJEP. 
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would like to organize some kind of “fund,” or other help, for the Guatemalans 

documented in the previous day’s presentation, Allison was the only student to suggest 

personal financial sacrifice. Her suggestion, in fact, met with some resistance from even 

her equally concerned peers: fellow research group member Elsa, who heretofore had 

been very vocal about the plight of the Guatemalans, faltered at Allison’s donation-fund 

idea, “No – you get people to help you; you don’t have to give up your own money...” 

What inspired Allison’s fervor? Her story of conscientización, as she tells it, 

begins with the Raza Studies coursework of her junior year (2006-2007). In 2011, Allison 

reflected: 

My junior year, I started noticing things like, “Wow... we are in a lower class...” 
My dad is the only one that provides for our family. My mom was working at a 
sewing company... 
 

Allison describes this time as a dawning of consciousness; but she also recollects that she 

had previously been interested in both history and contemporary social issues. She says, 

for instance, that “I’ve always been interested in culture... I always liked learning about 

history.” Similarly, while I have documented the critical role that engagement in 

historically validating curricula had on the development and newly fearless articulation of 

“voice” for many students, Allison was among the few who appeared to have had a 

consistent confidence in her classroom voice: she never hesitated to speak in class during 

the two semesters that I was there, and she usually commanded a forceful and compelling 

tone that brought her voice to the fore in an otherwise-sometimes chattery classroom. 

Though Allison herself was at a loss to explain this confidence, she did recount in her 

2011 interview that her parents had been unfalteringly supportive of her schooling 

throughout her life. Allison also was a key member of Montañita’s varsity softball team. 
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Because of these multiple articulations, the birth of Allison’s critical social 

consciousness is not easy to locate specifically in time; however, she herself clearly 

connects it with the Raza Studies coursework. And in my own participant observation, 

the indigenous Guatemalan’s presentation appeared to be a subsequently pivotal moment 

for Allison’s movement into praxis (from consciousness to ideas for action). In Allison’s 

case, nonetheless – as we will see is the case for several other activists – there appeared 

to have been a lengthy, mutually informative process of engagement-building occurring 

in the spheres of social awareness (or, “global awareness”), school experience, and felt 

senses of “fairness” and “justice.” For instance, while the Guatemalan’s presentation 

sparked an emotional commitment to remediation and justice from Allison, she was the 

only student who appeared to be moved to that degree: there appeared to have been, for 

her, a mobilizing level of care and concern for which they catalyst toward practical ideas 

for action was the Guatemalans’ account of their situation. 

Equally importantly, Allison’s idea of personal sacrifice was not born of a more 

advantageous socio-economic position than that of her peers – on the contrary, in our 

interview of 2011, Allison described a working-class lifestyle in her family of origin, and 

the economic pressures that characterize the families of the majority of her peers. 

Allison’s parents met in the border-straddling city of Nogales, Sonora, Mexico, when 

Allison’s mother moved there from the ejido (pre-Colombian form of communal ranch) 

of her birth to look for secretarial work. Allison’s father, who had been working in 

construction on the U.S. side of the border while living on the Mexican side, eventually 

moved with his new wife to Tucson; there they settled with several of Allison’s father’s 

siblings, who were already in the U.S, and secured low-income housing through an 
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initiative of Chicanos Por La Causa. Notably, while both of Allison’s parents were 

immigrants to the U.S., Alison’s grandfather had owned land divided by the Treaty of 

Guadalupe Hidalgo, earning the dubious reward of U.S. citizenship papers with the 

division  (and ultimate expropriation) of his land. Allison’s own mother, however, had 

been undocumented for some time, eventually securing her legalization through her 

husband (Allison’s father). The family’s story is thus emblematic of many in this border 

region characterized by long-term, back-and-forth immigration flux. 

Like immigrants of all backgrounds, though, Allison’s family has both 

accommodated to, and challenged, pressures toward assimilation. The family were 

devoted church-goers throughout Allison’s early life, for instance, and have continued to 

speak Spanish when together. Allison, herself, was one of very few students who 

described a strong allegiance to cultural elements, such as banda music, native to Sonora. 

Such allegiance may have been part of reconnecting to roots that her own parents 

severed: on multiple occasions in our interview of 2011, Allison noted: “I can say more 

about my parents’ history than them! They’re not really knowledgeable about their 

roots.” Similarly, while Allison expressed multiple criticisms of the Catholic church, she 

was never without her Virgen de Guadalupe pendant, and held an affinity for the 

“santitos” (saints). 

By our 2011 interview, it was strikingly clear that the commitment to causes of 

social justice that Allison had articulated four years prior, in her high school days, had 

carried weight. Allison had continued as a peer educator and social agitator, both, as a 

university student. She was a regular participant in protests and social actions – especially 

those targeting the proposed banning of Ethnic Studies curricula in TUSD – and was 
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taking courses to become a high school history teacher specializing in Raza Studies. As 

we reflected on the previous four years, Allison described her high-school student self, 

laughing: “I remember talking to you [in 2007] – I was all over the place. I was 

rebellious! Rebellious to the end!” When I asked her to clarify what she meant by 

“rebellious,” Allison explained: 

I was rebellious to where I wanted to do something immediate; like, I wanted it 
done now! I was like, “how can this be happening to people?”, you know, 
“they’re humans!” 

 
As we will see in a later section, Allison’s commitment to local social justice causes – her 

concern for the injustices perpetrated on other “humans” – had not wavered between 

2007 and 2011, but her modes of engagement and perceptions of “action” had indeed 

evolved in fascinating and telling ways. As her identities as student and citizen had co-

evolved with schooling and age, so too had her forms of engagement with various topics 

and modes of social justice activism. 

 

Emiliano 

I earlier quoted Emiliano as having said, in 2011, that prior to his involvement in 

Raza Studies and SJEP coursework: 

I felt like I had this vague idea that things were wrong, but I didn’t know where to 
start in investigating... [the Raza Studies/ SJEP] class provided me with those 
tools. 
 

Indeed, Emiliano’s overall conscientización narrative is characterized by a latent sense of 

injustice in the world having been given vocabulary, and later having taken counter-

hegemonic social-action form, through involvement with several collectives – beginning 

with the Raza Studies/ SJEP cohort and curriculum. In this, though he had moved through 
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the Raza Studies/ SJEP classes much earlier than Allison – in 2004-2005 – Emiliano’s 

account is quite similar to hers. 

 Emiliano had lived virtually all of his life in Tucson (though born in Mexico, 

Emiliano’s parents moved permanently to the U.S. when he was just a few months old; 

his parents securing immigration documents through the 1986 IRCA [amnesty] Act). He 

had grown up bilingually, and among other early experiences, had watched both of his 

parents grapple with English-language learning. Unlike the overwhelming majority of his 

peers, however, Emiliano was up-tracked into a program for gifted students in elementary 

school, and continued with such higher level classes through high school. Despite his 

access to higher levels of both educational opportunity and investment by his teachers, 

however, Emiliano was unable to pursue the course of science and engineering study her 

had hoped for in high school because Montañita did not offer such a curriculum. 

Emiliano resigned himself to general studies, and found some inspiration and a creative 

outlet in art classes. Like Allison, Emiliano was also heavily involved in sports – he was 

deeply involved in the Montañita varsity baseball team, and it had in fact been through 

this connection to Mr. Lopez – who was not only the Raza Studies/ SJEP teacher but also 

the baseball coach – that Emiliano became familiar with the Raza Studies classes 

themselves.38 

While it was ostensibly this personal connection that led to Emiliano’s 

involvement in the Raza Studies/ SJEP classes, however, he also has described a 

preexisting awareness of social inequities. When I asked him, in 2011, what he had 

thought of the Raza Studies and SJEP coursework when his class started, Emiliano 

                                                 
38 Emiliano also recalls sitting in one of his classes during 2003, the first year of the SJEP, in a classroom 
across from the Raza Studies/ SJEP classroom, and wondering about the comings and goings of guest 
instructors and classroom visitors. 
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replied that it wasn’t exactly “new” material that he was learning at first; that he had 

already begun to seek out alternative sources of information on Mexican and Mexican 

American history. Some time earlier, in fact, he had requested that his mother buy him a 

history book on one of her return visits to Mexico. From his independent study, Emiliano 

said, he began to ask a number of critical, rhetorical questions of his social and 

educational environments. Even before the Raza Studies curricula, therefore, he said, “I 

was always asking questions.” 

If Emiliano’s critical consciousness was not as deeply vested in the Raza Studies/ 

SJEP curriculum was that of some of his peers’, his forms of social justice involvement 

and action reflected some of the most lengthy and profound forms of involvement in the 

SJEP. After graduating, Emiliano returned to the Montañita classroom as a mentor, where 

I met him in 2007. As part of the college-age SJEP alumni group, he helped Montañita 

students to produce video documentaries, newsletters, and other action products. Later, 

he became involved with various other collectives – including, briefly, the highly visible 

youth activist group UNIDOS – and was present at numerous social actions. His graphic 

designs graced many of the youth activists’ publications and posters, and constituted a 

significant part of the aesthetic of Tucson’s late-2000s youth movements. By 2010-2011, 

Emiliano’s orientations toward activism were shifting subtly as he became intrigued by, 

and intermittently involved with, a collective of Tucsonans oriented toward 

Mesoamerican-style indigenous agricultural and ceremonial practices. 

A notable parallel path of conscientización for Emiliano, meanwhile, had in fact 

been born of his experience with the SJEP collective itself – largely the college-age group 

composed of youth who had continued their social-justice work after involvement with 
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Raza Studies/ SJEP at their respective high schools – and had to do with (male) gender 

privilege and social experience. I will take up this theme in more detail in a later section. 

In the meantime, I conclude by pointing out that, like Allison, Emiliano’s path through 

conscientización involved a complex interplay of experiences with and perceptions of 

school and society – with marginalization an issue, but figuring less prominently than in 

some youths’ cases – but with such consciousness manifesting in forms and degrees of 

action clearly linked to involvement in such curricula. Finally, also like Allison, the shifts 

in Emiliano’s engagement with social justice action, as well as the motivations and goals 

he ascribed to such, shifted intriguingly across time – something I will address at length 

in a later section. 

 

Jolene 

 Jolene was well-rehearsed in her story of conscientización, launching into a 

colorful, considered and nuanced account just after I asked her, in 2011, “Tell me more 

about where your family is from...” Born into a family of evangelical Christians, Jolene 

good-naturedly describes multiple forms of socio-cultural marginalization as figuring 

prominently into her experience of childhood and adolescence. The darkest-skinned of 

her siblings in a Mexican family struggling to assimilate into the U.S.; the only girl, thus 

required to maintain her modesty with long hair and long skirts among peers adorned 

with tattoos and diverse clothing styles; and an athletic girl, at that, in schools with few 

athletic or other extracurricular opportunities for girls; Jolene was forced into some 

complex identity negotiations and considerations early in her young life. 
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The assimilation struggles of Jolene’s parents echo not only those of Allison’s and 

Emiliano’s parents, but indeed those of many generations of Mexican immigrants to the 

U.S. Southwest. Both born in the border-adjacent state of Sonora, Mexico, Jolene’s 

parents met in Tucson while taking GED classes. They gave each of their eventual three 

children English-language names, which – Jolene points out – they nonetheless 

pronounce as if Spanish. Jolene herself maintained a bilingual life until middle school, 

when shame and self-consciousness led her to stop speaking Spanish. By high school,39 

rather than identifying as “Hispanic” as she earlier had, Jolene identified as, simply, 

“American.” Ultimately, it was in Jolene’s dislocation from Tucson – to college in 

Alabama, which she attended on a tennis scholarship – that Jolene located her identity-

awakening as a “Chicana” (by the time of our interview, Jolene called herself a “Xicana,” 

the Nahuatl-style spelling indexing the precise indigeneity, signaled by her dark skin, 

from which she had for so many years run). Jolene’s story of dawning ethnic- and racial 

self-consciousness if a fascinating one, for it encapsulates, in one narrative, the pressures 

and accommodations usually separately ascribed to immigrant and first-generation youth. 

That is, the self-conscious shedding of one’s native language, as well as the tendency to 

identify as “American” – rather than as a member of an ethnic or racial minority – have 

been most frequently identified with immigrant youth, who are grappling with the 

assimilating pressures of a new country’s school and society. Yet in Jolene’s awakening 

into ethnic self-identification (“Chicana”) from the impetus of a series of racial moments 

– she described being asked repeatedly, in Alabama, if she as “Native American” because 

of her dark skin – Jolene personifies the conscientización experiences most often 

                                                 
39 Jolene was the only youth in this ethnography who did not attend a TUSD school; her school was in the 
district adjacent to TUSD, and had a slightly higher new-immigrant population than that of Montañita and 
Montaña Oscura High Schools, which the other youth attended. 
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associated with first-, second- and later-generation youth. As Jolene summarized it, “I 

was faced with these identity crisis moments! It wasn’t enough to say I was American, or 

from Arizona!” 

Jolene’s awakening held such significance for her orientations toward both 

schooling and society that, recalling a brief time she had spent studying with a Raza 

Studies teacher during her elementary years, she began working toward transferring to a 

California university, which she recalled were famous for their birthing of the 1960s 

Chicano Movements. Unable to secure the funding she would need, however, Jolene 

decided to move back to Tucson to attend the University of Arizona – now, as a 

Philosophy major and Mexican American Studies minor. Curiously, despite the quite 

radical shift in national(ist)- and ethnic- orientation that Jolene had manifested, she 

echoed both Allison and Emiliano in adding that she had “always” been interested in 

history. Of additional note was Jolene’s movement into the path of ethnic/ racial 

conscientización in parallel with a path of gender conscientización. Among the first 

theorists that Jolene encountered, when she began exploring the history and theory of 

Chicanismo, was the pivotal Chicana feminist Gloria Anzaldúa. Jolene’s feminist 

conscientización figures prominently in the ethnography of Chapter Five. 

 

Dolores 

Dolores was the only U.S.-born youth of this ethnography not originally from 

Tucson.  Born and raised in San Diego until the age of fourteen, Dolores’ father was 

transferred from his job with the San Diego sheriff’s office to the Tucson sector, bringing 

Dolores and her mother with him (Dolores’ three much-older siblings, two brothers and a 
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sister, remained in California). Though she had been a high-achieving student during her 

early years of schooling, Dolores says, by the time she moved with her family to Tucson 

she felt disengaged and disenfranchised in her all-white, suburban San Diego schools. 

Her apathy continued in her first two years at Montaña Oscura High School, Dolores says 

– until proposed federal immigration bill HR 4437 sparked her sudden participation in a 

collective of youth that soon thereafter led Tucson’s first significant high school walkouts 

since the 1960s.  

The intensified immigration restriction and newly severe penalties for individuals 

and employers proposed via HR 4437 were deeply personal to Dolores, whose mother 

and sister, both, were both undocumented (Dolores, her two brothers, and father were all 

documented). Dolores’ sister, Isabel – her parents’ only child to have been born in 

Mexico – had been deported twice, leaving two now-orphaned children in the U.S. (the 

second child was just hours old when Isabel was arrested a few blocks away from the 

hospital in which she delivered the baby). Upon the last deportation, to Ciudad Juarez – a 

city in a Mexican state (Chihuahua) with which Isabel was entirely unfamiliar, and which 

has the highest murder and femicide rates in the world – Isabel was not heard from again. 

Meanwhile, despite Dolores’ father’s relatively high standing in the local sheriff’s office, 

the police and border patrol harassment of her family escalated until its apex, one night, 

when Dolores woke to bright lights and the sound of her mother arguing at the door: their 

house was surrounded by federal marshals, FBI officers, and local police officers 

attempting to trap Isabel (Isabel, Dolores’ mother finally convinced the officer, was not 

there). 

As she gave this account, Dolores attempted to lighten the moment by explaining,  



 200

My mom was arguing with the guy who was about to break the door – she was 
like, “What are you doing?” “You can’t knock?” And the guy’s like, “we have a 
warrant for your daughter.” And she’s all like, “what the hell did my daughter do, 
she’s inside the house!” And, well, my mom kinda got scared cause since I was 
already being... political...she thought that might have something to do with it. I 
was asleep and I woke up to hearing my mom arguing with them. And, I was like, 
“Who is my mom arguing with?” I looked outside my window and I saw four 
guys on top of trucks – with guns – and I’m like, “holy shit!” And to make it 
worse, they were white people, so I was like, “Fuck, the Minutemen found me!” 
 

Yet, she quickly returned to a discussion of the pain she sees in her mother, and explicitly 

and repeatedly said throughout her narrative of activism that she was committed to 

protecting her mother from any more pain. Meanwhile, she also attributed her catalysm 

into action to the dedication and personal investment of her Raza Studies teacher, whose 

class she was in just the second semester of when she co-organized and led the Montaña 

Oscura High walkout. While her parents and older brothers, alike, had all stressed to 

Dolores how important they believed education to be, it was not until her experience with 

both the curriculum of Raza Studies and later, collective action, on behalf of her 

undocumented peers, that Dolores came to be re-invested in her schooling. Dolores 

ultimately became involved in a number of other large-scale actions, including protesting 

Arizona immigration legislation SB1070 and taking part in May Day (labor rights) 

marches. When I met her, in 2011, she was a college student balancing school, work for 

the district-level office of the TUSD Raza Studies program,, and the care of her two-year-

old daughter – the final of Dolores’ self-described “sparks” of commitment toward both 

her own education and social justice activism. 

In Dolores’ narrative, what was most salient was not a dawning of critical 

consciousness – as, for instance, occurred most strikingly with Jolene, and which perhaps 

had evolved somewhat earlier for Dolores, due to her family’s struggles around 
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immigration  – but rather the movement from awareness of social inequity into social 

justice action. Dolores implicitly attributes this movement to her coming into community 

with Chicana/o teachers and peers in the final two years of her public schooling. Perhaps 

more than any other student that I interviewed, Dolores expressed a sense of being lifted 

up and supported by her larger community: 

LS: So, we’re talking about women speaking out, and I remember, in 2006, seeing 
all the pictures with you...  
 
Dolores: With the megaphone! (laughs) 
 
LS: ...in front of a bunch of people, right!, with the megaphone. Why do you think 
that was you, instead of somebody else? 
 
Dolores: Um, I think – I’m not afraid of it. I’m really not afraid of speaking out.  
 
LS: Were you ever afraid of speaking out when you were younger? 
 
Dolores: Yes, when I was a little girl I was. 
 
LS: What do you think changed? 
 
Dolores: ... I felt that, you know, when I spoke out I know a lot of people got my 
back. You know, and maybe it’s because of the people who supported me – as far 
as my family goes, my friends, teachers. In a way, I wasn’t touchable. (my 
emphasis) 
 

While I have spoken of the profound importance of Raza Studies curricula for supporting 

the development and articulation of marginalized students’ “voices,” Dolores – like 

Allison – demonstrated an uncharacteristically strong sense of her own leadership 

potential: 

LS: What makes you speak up? 
 
Dolores: I guess it’s just that at one point my family really didn’t have a voice – 
especially my mother and my sister. My voice is very powerful, in my opinion. 
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We will see in later parts of this chapter the ways in which Dolores “powerful” voice 

evolved over the course of her many years of involvement with Tucson youth activism 

and organizing. 

 

Kali 

Kali was one of very few students who, from the earliest days of my time in the 

classroom, as the SJEP was being initiated, rarely hesitated to “speak up.” Her manner, 

however, was far different from Allison’s, who as we’ve seen was unabashedly “loud” – 

even after attempts by childhood teachers to silence her. Kali, in contrast, was an 

intriguing combination of shy and forceful. During the earliest days of my time in the 

classroom, she virtually always appeared intent on the subject of classroom 

conversations, and was one of perhaps two or three students (her best friend, Esme, 

included) who could usually be counted on to have assignments completed and in-hand. 

She and Esme were clear leaders of their 5-person SJEP project group, and, as the 

curriculum evolved throughout the semester, often became frustrated with their 

classroom peers who did not complete assignments or participate in classroom 

discussions. Yet for some time, Kali was more likely to work through the channels of her 

own project group, and personal conversations with Mr. Clemente, to express her 

frustration; she was less likely to claim the floor, and address her class as a whole, as 

Allison frequently did. 

Despite her investment and intentness during the Raza Studies class, Kali had 

been among the majority of her peers who had presumed they would drop out of school 

when they became age-eligible. Unlike some of her peers, however, Kali planned to 
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complete her high school degree by taking the GRE (class cohort Noe was among others 

like Kali who, valuing education, but fed up with schooling, planned to take this 

approach). Within the  peer culture school, meanwhile, Kali’s “subculture” (the group of 

peers who shared her aesthetic sensibility, including clothing and music) was small, and 

Kali and her peers seemed to clearly believe – and not necessarily care – that they held 

little social capital within their larger peer cohort. 

These experiential borderlands – between seriousness as a learner and apathy for 

the experience of schooling, and between school-culture belonging and exclusion – were 

just a few of many such “borderlands” inhabited by Kali when I met her. A space of 

considerable liminality and negotiation for Kali concerned her racial/ ethnic 

identification. The product of a mixed-race couple – her mother a transplanted white 

Midwesterner, and her father a Mexican American – Kali could have phenotypically 

passed for “white,” yet strongly dis-identified with “whiteness” even before her first 

intellectual forays in Critical Race Theory. Indeed, outside of the school, despite her light 

skin, Kali’s association with Montañita and her punk style of dress firmly located her in 

various de-legitimated identity categories. Kali additionally describes being far closer to 

her Mexican American grandparents than her mothers’ parents, and indeed relationship 

with her mothers’ family becoming more complex and difficult to sustain as her 

involvement in social justice work evolved: in 2008, Kali would describe her (white) 

grandmothers’ simultaneous love for Kali and her siblings, and freely articulated anti-

Mexican and Mexican American racism. Despite her quick interest and investment in the 

Critical Race Theory component of the overall Raza Studies and SJEP curricula, Kali 

would nonetheless express to me, several years later, her frustration with the relative 
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absence of discussion of mixed-race experience in relation to whiteness and Mexican 

American-ness, or Chicanisma/o.  

The oldest of her mother’s five children, Kali had also traversed the border 

between “child” and “adult” back-and-forth many times by her early high-school years, 

when the care of many of her siblings fell to her. By the end of high school, Kali had 

moved out of her mother’s trailer home with her younger (also high-school age) sister, 

and had supported them both while finishing school. Kali thus exhibited a fierce sort of 

individuality that coexisted with deep, even maternal, forms of caring. In 2011, Dolores 

said of Kali’s relationship with their “social justice,” or “movement,” peers: “She’s like 

the mother of the seeds.” Indeed, Kali was cited by virtually all of the women I 

interviewed as an inspired motivator, a caring ally, and a dependable friend – while also a 

respected leader of the local Movement. In fact, Kali was in many ways the face of the 

SJEP itself, as she was one of its first alumni, and continued until the elimination of Raza 

Studies in the Tucson Unified School District to serve as a curriculum planner and 

classroom mentor for the SJEP’s high-school cohorts at both Montañita and Montaña 

Oscura High Schools. Those who knew her during her high school years also may have 

been surprised to witness the quality of Kali’s participation in youth actions and protests 

from 2006-2012: Just three weeks before this dissertation was completed, Kali addressed 

the Tucson Unified School District’s school board with almost unprecedented force, 

telling them, “You don’t tell us what to do anymore! You listen to us now!” 
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Xochitl 

 As a Native American, Chicana, low-income, queer female youth, Xochitl was 

contending with perhaps the largest assemblage of societally underprivileged and 

disempowering identity categories of any of the continuing activist youth of my 

ethnography. Another product of multiple migrations and displacements, Xochitl had 

been born in Tucson but lived in Chicago until she was ten years old, when she returned 

to Tucson with her family to take care of an ailing grandmother. Xochitl’s father, for his 

part, had moved from Sonora, Mexico, to the United States as a child; Xochitl’s mother 

was born on the Tucson-adjacent Pascua Yaqui reservation. Xochitl also have lived in 

Mexico for a year when she was small, so Spanish was her first language; in middle 

school, Xochitl was still speaking largely Spanish with her family – even as she attended 

a predominantly white school – but by high school was more likely to speak in English or 

“Spanglish.” 

Xochitl also held another distinction: she was the only youth whose parents had 

both graduated from college. Yet though her father had sustained white-collar 

employment and sufficient income for much of Xochitl’s life, Xochitl’s mother had had 

only limited success translating her education into remunerative employment, and 

following her divorce from Xochitl’s father, when Xochitl was four years old, had 

subsisted very meagerly. Also representative of the complex and deeply entrenched 

elements of institutional disadvantage for students of color, though Xochitl and her two 

older sisters should presumably have been able to build on the social capital of their 

parents’ higher education, this did not manifest. Rather, one of Xochitl’s sisters struggled 

to graduate from high school, and subsequently drifted in and out of the local community 
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college; the other sister, who in fact enjoyed school, nonetheless encountered numerous 

roadblocks and frustrations. For her part, Xochitl reported being increasingly disengaged 

from school, starting with her elementary years; by the middle of her time at Montaña 

Oscura High School, she was attending (and then, intermittently) only because of her 

participation in several extracurricular sports. Meanwhile, early in her freshman year, 

Xochitl had been tracked into lower-level classes due to the company she kept – “a bad 

crew,” she describes teachers as believing them to be. Xochitl’s social circle translated, in 

teachers’ and administrators’ eyes, to a lack of scholastic ability and potential. 

Despite her enjoyment of sports, and her own deeper identification as a student 

capable of and interested in learning, by the end of her junior year, Xochitl had – like so 

many of her peers – initiated dropout paperwork. A close friend of Xochitl’s knew of her 

plan to leave school, and repeatedly suggested that she come with him to his Raza Studies 

class. Xochitl eventually acquiesced, and she describes her first experiences of the class, 

after she moved past her own distrust, as catalytic: 

There was something about [the two teachers]... the way they teach, and the 
curriculum, it’s so... Like, I thought it was so profound, after I started actually 
paying attention ... So I stayed [in the classes, and in school]. 
 

Interestingly, while Xochitl had had the opportunity of being in a Native American 

Studies classes during her junior year, and indeed Xochitl says that “Yaqui” is the first 

identity term she would use to denote her ethnic identity – it was not until her experience 

of the Raza Studies curriculum and classroom environment that Xochitl fully awakened 

to her power as a student-learner, and to the full humanity that had been implicitly denied 

her by institutional actors within the school: “I felt, you know, like a human, and I had 

never really felt like that before.” Xochitl launched herself from that brief but 
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transformative experience – just one year in the Raza Studies classroom – into graduation 

from high school, matriculation at college, and work as a community organizer and youth 

educator for a local nonprofit serving the Mexican American and indigenous 

communities. 

 

4.4.2  Activist Pathways: From Freirian Popular Education through Community 
Mobilization 
 
 If these were the nuanced and multiply influenced paths through conscientización 

to social justice action for a key cohort of youth activists, what were the modes and 

manifestations of such action? How did various personal subjectivities and social justice 

topics become integrated or negotiated in the translation from consciousness to action? 

The following sections explore the nexus of individual and critical consciousness with 

individual and collective forms of action. Just as with the high-school age youth, a 

consistent theme across interviews with continuing activists was the role of peer, familial, 

and community education in the constellation of “activist” projects. And even more 

explicitly than in the in-school interviews, here were articulated the ways in which broad 

and deep solidarities were established through Freirian style popular education. A parallel 

and salient theme was the retreat, of youth activists, from the terminology of “activism,” 

to one of “education,” “mentorship,” and “community organization.” This shift in self-

naming practices came not from a turning away from the political nature of activism and 

activist work; on the contrary, it represented a deepening and lengthening of commitment 

to the work of social justice, through the re-intensification of commitment to all forms of 

activism – not only the immediate and quick-burning social actions of protests, marches, 
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petition drives, and other similar conflagrations most frequently associated in the popular 

mind with “activism.” 

 

Freirian Popular Education and Community Building 
 

We saw in the conscientización narratives of these continuing activists a common 

commitment to forms of peer and community education and mentorship. Allison, for 

instance, was working in the student services office of the Mexican American Studies 

department at the University of Arizona, and Xochitl held the position of “youth 

educator” within a local Chicana/o social justice nonprofit. Dolores was an administrative 

support in the TUSD offices of Raza Studies, and explained that her work entailed 

“inform[ing] people – other students – of injustices happening.” Kali and Emiliano had 

both provided longtime mentorship within the Raza Studies/ SJEP classroom, and had 

recruited their younger siblings into both the formal coursework and the activist offshoots 

of Ethnic Studies. Kali was an especially highly regarded peer educator, continually 

conducting presentations in community education events and similar foraa. 

Among the high-school aged Montañita students, the investment in peer and 

familial education – a move toward expanding individual conscientización into the larger 

community – was in fact one of the most common forms of early-stage social justice 

action (whether explicitly conceived of as “activism” or not). Flor, who had become 

deeply engaged by the Raza Studies and SJEP classes, described introducing her 

boyfriend to Mr. Clemente so that he, too, might enroll in the class the following year; 

Flor had also previously piqued the interest of her younger sister, who enrolled in the 

junior-level Raza Studies class, one year behind Flor. Eliana similarly described 
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conversations with her boyfriend and other peers about the topics of her classroom 

learning. Occasionally, said Eliana, her friends were resistant to the new ideas that were 

offshoots of her learning and contemplation, and challenged her; nonetheless, they 

continued being interested and engaged in these conversations with Eliana. 

Eliana additionally described the significance of being able to engage deeply with 

her family around the content of this new kind of coursework. After a parent-teacher-

student encuentro attended by her parents, Eliana’s father – a teacher at a nearby high 

school – became particularly keenly interested and engaged in the content of her studies. 

Lydia, too, described the qualitatively new experience of bringing her father to an 

encuentro and discovering his enjoyment and engagement with the topics of her own 

learning. Lydia said that her parents are sometimes “surprised” when she tells them about 

what she has learned in class. Like continuing activist Allison, who explained that she has 

now learned more about her parents’ ancestral history than even they know – despite the 

fact that they were born in Mexico, and she was born in the United States – Cristian 

described sharing newfound knowledge with his family: 

[I’m] learning what it means to be Mexican – even my parents don’t really know 
this stuff! They love hearing what I learn here... It’s the only class where I go 
home and talk! It feels good to teach my parents more. 
 

In theorizing the community-transforming nature of conscientización’s rippled effects, 

Freire suggested the far-reaching democratic potential of popular education, which 

produces knowledge both of through communal experience, and which therefore has the 

potential to aggregate individuals into a powerful, conscious, and well-organized 

community that can agitate effectively and consistently for justice. 
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This awareness, of the power and significance of popular education, was in clear 

evidence among the continuing activist youth, whose forms of engagement with their 

community(ies) were deep and broad. Indeed, as noted earlier, many now held formalized 

educational roles within the educational or community organizing spheres. Yet even 

those who did not hold such “official” positions remarked repeatedly on the essential 

quality of popular education to their overall roles and identities as activists or 

“organizers”: Emiliano commented that his self-identification had evolved, over the 

years, from one of “activist” to “community mentor,” and that he felt proud to hold this 

role: “I started off being really active, straight out of high school. But as I’ve gotten 

older, I like that I’ve taken a role more of an advisor.” For her part, Allison supplemented 

her official work in a student services office of the university with informal peer 

education: 

I try and, um, help my friends, you know. The way out is education, you know, as 
[Chicano historian Dr. Rudy] Acuña says. The way out is education– educating 
yourself ...  [My passion is to] help people out. ... help them critically. 

 
Among the most poignant narratives of self- and familial transformation through popular 

education was Xochitl’s, which reveals intimately the power of such awakenings into 

consciousness and social justice action for communicative bridge-building even in the 

most tender and challenging of social settings – within the domestic spheres of youths’ 

families: 

Xochitl: It blows my mind, the way I’ve changed so much. And it blows my 
father’s mind, and my family’s. Like, no one believed in me – no one thought I 
was gonna graduate; my dad didn’t think I was gonna graduate.... 

 
LS: Your dad, how does he – besides surprised – how does he feel about that? 

 
Xochitl: Um... (long pause...) To tell you the truth, the first time I had an actual 
conversation with my father, and not yelling, was, I think, my senior year of high 
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school, and we talked about what I was learning in [Mexican American Studies] 
class, ’cause I was so happy and so excited. And ever since then, he’s always– 
he’s always let me know how proud he is, how... how... like, I’ve grown up to be, 
I guess, a young woman, and not just someone... someone who’s just there, 
someone who has no future. 

 
Xochitl’s experience of Raza Studies/ SJEP coursework became a salve not only to her 

own deeply troubled heart, but also to the equally troubled relationship between her and 

her father. 

More broadly, Xochitl’s story is suggestive of powerful individual integration and 

community-building potential, both, in the exercise of popular education. It was through 

discussing a social topic both larger than, and of real importance to, both of them that 

Xochitl and her father began to reconnect after many years of communicative distrust and 

difficulty. Xochitl’s own transformation, her conscientización, reverberated out into her 

immediate community – her family – before expanding more broadly into her community 

and bringing her into the role of youth educator for a local Chicana/o social justice 

nonprofit. Indeed, even as Xochitl holds the title of “youth organizer” within her 

organization, much of the peer education she accomplishes continues to be implicit, as 

she embodies transformative, self-determinative potential to her family, colleagues, and 

other peers: 

Like, no one believed in me – no one thought I was gonna graduate; my dad 
didn’t think I was gonna graduate.... And for my dad to even know that I’m in 
college, and for my family to understand that I actually am involved, and actually 
doing something that I love, is very, like, “Wow”! Like, “How’d you do that?!” 
 

Dissolving the Self into the Collective: Humility in the Service of Human Rights 

While the work of popular education embodies Freirian praxis, and forms the 

foundation of communities and collectives which may subsequently organize toward 
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more archetypal forms of “activism” – the flashy and broadly visible moments of mass 

mobilization and protest – popular education, as a “micro-mobilization” itself, is not 

flashy or glamorous; nor does it have the sheen of future-history book relevance. It 

occurs not on camera and in images splashed across the newspaper, but in meeting rooms 

and taquerias. It occurs not in online videos gone “viral,” but in daily conversations 

between friends, classmates, cousins, teachers, bus drivers, paleta vendors. And though 

youth, and particularly youth involved in activism, are often portrayed in popular media 

as self-interested attention-seekers (no end of online commentators, for instance, weighed 

in on the “arrogance,” “self-involvement,” and “sense of entitlement” of youth organizing 

in 2011 for the preservation of TUSD’s Ethnic Studies), Tucson continuing activist 

youths’ work, in many cases, intentionally moved away from self-identification as 

“activist” toward denotation in terms of “peer mentorship” and “community education,” 

or “organizing.” Such terminology intentionally pointed to the inherent nature of such 

work as long-term, ego-less, and “behind-the-scenes.” Within the youths’ 

conscientización and action narratives, in turn, such a shift to the “behind-the-scenes” 

was indexed through their invocation of the terminology of “humility” – a humility that 

located both the source and beneficiary of individual youths’ actions in the larger 

community, rather than in any sort of self-interest or desire for fame or recognition. 

Dolores, as we saw earlier, occupied a particularly prototypical “activist” role as a 

co-organizer and leader of the 2006 school walkouts and several later actions. Her 

megaphone-in-hand visage had graced multiple online local news sites, as well as the 

cover of the local newspaper. Yet in our interview of 2011, she mentioned that she no 

longer called herself an “activist.” When I asked her why, she replied: 
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Dolores: I don’t consider myself an activist. I consider more myself as a... I would 
say.. a guidance. A guidance to certain people, I guess. 
 
LS: Have you ever called yourself an activist? 
 
Dolores: I have! When I was in high school. 
 
LS: When you were doing the walkout stuff or just... 
 
Dolores: Walkout. 
 

Later in our interview, we came back to the topic: 
 

LS: So you said that you called yourself and activist, but then when your daughter 
was born [when Dolores was 21], you wouldn’t call yourself an activist anymore. 
Why is that? 
 
Dolores: I think, I mean, in a way now, I’m a little bit more humble. Uh, and 
that’s something that wouldn’t be just taught, in school, at some point. 
 
LS: What do you mean by humble? 
 
Dolores: By humble, you know, I mean, I don’t want to be a showoff. I don’t 
want to be the center of attention all the time .. I don’t call myself an activist 
anymore, I haven’t really organized in a while. I still go out and support MAS, 
because that’s part of who I am. 
 
LS: But you don’t consider that activism. 
 
Dolores: No, I consider it being part of the whole... organizer crowd, basically. 
All those folks that come out. 
  

Dolores’ peer Allison, who we recall was an extraordinarily outspoken young woman in 

high school, not afraid to take center stage, displayed a similar shift when I spoke with 

her in 2011, a few years into her time in college and with the university’s MEChA club. 

Note here that Allison had been present, and extremely vocal, at many public actions 

across the previous years – most recently, three months prior to our interview. 

I call myself an activist because I’m going to school. Because, and not necessarily 
“I’m an activist and I fight, you know, for social change” – I do – every day, 
because I’m a minority going to college, and going to graduate, you know? That 
right there to me is being an activist. You can be an activist in a lot of, a lot of 
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sense[s]... You can carry the Xicana name, you know, and not know what the fuck 
you’re talking about. Like, a lot of women do. And so, for me, I didn’t start 
calling myself a Xicana until these classes – until knowing myself, you know; 
being politically active. 
 

Far from being the brash and self-interested attention-seekers of the hegemonic 

imagination, these youth sublimated individual hopes for recognition or 

acknowledgement to the service of a greater good for their community(ies). Such 

community-building, as they re-defined it, might occur on as subtle and quotidian levels 

as the commitment to one’s own continued consciousness-building for the service of the 

community through education-advancement. 

There is a parallel movement here away from narrowly defined “collectives” as 

well – and therein away from what has been derogatorily referred to as “identity politics” 

– so that the “collective” itself is broader in conception. Continuing activist youth 

focused on solidarity for the “greater good” took as their point of departure the greater 

good of the ethnic/ nationalist group that is Chicanas/os; ultimately, however, their 

actions and approaches spoke to broader issues in broader terminologies of social justice. 

Such expanded orientations toward social justice came to include, at times, the 

identification of all who were simply critically conscious as the worthy beneficiaries and 

partners of continuing activists’ work. In my interview with Allison, her commentary on 

the importance of peer education had continued on to an expansive definition of who her 

“peers” actually were: 

Allison: I try and, um, help my friends, you know ... The way out is education– 
educating yourself ... I thank people above, and I just thank, you know, Tonatzin... 
I thank, you know, people that guide me, that I found my passion in life, you 
know? You know, help people out. ... help them critically – push them, push 
them, and push my people... 

 
LS: Who are “your people”? 
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Allison: Anybody. Anybody that is willing to think critically, and not be 
judgmental, and want to proceed in life, and want an education. Anyone. 
 

Later, this theme of inclusion resurfaced when our conversation turned toward an 

exploration of what in fact constituted “activism” and “the Movement”: 

LS: You mentioned “the Movement” – how would you define what “the 
Movement” is? 

 
Allison: The Movement. You could call the Movement a lot of stuff. When I say 
“the Movement,” they’re all my carnalas, they’re all the people I– that inspire me 
every day to keep going; they’re all the people that fight for some... change... in 
the world; they’re all the people I know in class; they’re all the people that I feel 
like they’re family, even though they’re just, you know, friends of mine – the “hi” 
and “bye” friends... but we share that common knowledge, that– the justice, the 
pasión, la [sic] que es tu espíritu, you know, your spirit, your passion for, you 
know, any type of justice... 

 
This theme of activists-turned-community-organization was, ultimately, most notable for 

its repeated emergence across the experience and testimony of youth differentially 

involved, and involved across different time periods and timelines, with local activism. 

Notably, in each of the youth who described such a shift, earlier engagement had been 

characterized as militant, engaging of immediate, highly politicized issues, and broadly 

visible. 

In the context of my starting questions for this ethnographic research, including, 

What does it mean to self-identify as “activist”? Is this the term youth use to denote their 

involvement in social justice action?, and When? Where? How? or Why not? – this theme 

becomes additionally significant, in that it illustrates the fluid and complex nature of 

“activist” terminology usage and significance. While there are critiques implicit in this 

self-naming shift, there are also, I argue, new possibilities inherent to such a refocus on 

“organizing” or “popular education” in the collective redressment of social justice topics. 
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I explore in more length some of these possibilities in Chapter Six, which discusses the 

topic of community-organizing type action as manifested, particularly, among women; I 

also come back to this phenomenon’s larger implications in the conclusions of Chapter 

Seven. In the meantime, if these have been the approaches to collectivity-building and 

community-definition evolving from youths’ reciprocal processes of individual and 

collective conscientización, what are the topics of such collective action? We have seen 

that they include the fight for preservation of the very curriculum that brought most of 

these youth into community with each other, and into their forms of community work – 

the Ethnic Studies (Raza Studies) curricula. But they also included a notably consistent 

commitment to immigration reform, immigrants’ rights, and overall reconstitution of the 

terminology of “legality” and “illegality” for Mexican-descent individuals in the United 

States. It is with this that the account of the continuing activists’ conscientización-

mobilization-action concludes. 

 
 
4.4.3 Twenty-first Century Mobilizations: Organizing and Action across 
Immigration-Generations 
 

We have seen in the conscientización narratives of the six continuing activist 

youth that immigration stories figured prominently into their family histories, and that 

understanding of the significance and subtle contours of such stories evolved reciprocally 

with the youths’ broader forms of critical social consciousness. Many of these youth 

asked more questions of their individual (familial) and collective (community) histories 

than their own parents could answer. In turn, the youths became peer- and family-

educators, and simultaneously encountered a striking lesson in the powerful, quotidian 
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history- and culture.-subtraction pressures of assimilation for both traditional 

“immigrant” and transnational populations. 

The significance of assimilative dispositions and collective resistances to 

assimilating pressures have figured prominently in Chicana/o history and Chicana/o 

Movement history theorization. Preeminent analyst Gómez-Quiñones, for instance, two 

decades ago contended that Chicanismo – as cultural nationalist ideology and organizing 

principle – crosses lines of immigration status and generation. The scholar-activist 

(1990:104) described Chicanismo as a “radically political and ethnic populism” that cuts 

across “class, regional, and generational lines.” As such, generations prior to the 1960s 

Chicano Movement actors could ne included in the ideological history of Chicanismo. 

However, other Movement analysts forcefully critiqued this presumption, with many 

reinforcing the sentiments of the Plan Espiritual de Aztlán and Plan de Santa Barbara 

that stressed the assimilated character of some groups of U.S. Mexicans, particularly as 

evidenced in the 1930s-1950s generations’ ethnic self-definitions and topical preferences 

in communal organizing. 

The organizing and action of this ethnography’s young activists, however, suggest 

that Gómez-Quiñones’ assertion might, in fact – in some times and places – hold true; but 

not exactly as he had imagined. That is, while Gomez-Quiñones imagined Chicanismo to 

be emancipatory in possibility to all U.S. residents of Mexican descent, through the 

adoption of a U.S.-based cultural nationalism, the solidarity across categories of 

immigration status and generation witnessed in Tucson in fact reflects a movement 

toward identification with the experience of the immigrant; even as parallel arms of the 

local movimiento address the particular experiences and subjugations of U.S.-born 
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Mexican Americans. The significance of Tucson’s situation on the U.S.-Mexico border, 

and the long history of border porosity flux it has witnessed, are clear: Though all of this 

ethnography’s continuing activist youth had grown up in the U.S., many had extensive 

family networks – and all had friends – who lived in Mexico and/or lived “betwixt and 

between”: on and across the border, undocumented and unlegitimated. Arizona’s 

proposed (and ultimately passed) immigration-crackdown Senate Bill 1070, therefore – 

following on the heels of the proposed but failed U.S. Congressional HR4437 – not 

surprisingly provided a hot-button, deeply personal, topical nucleus for activist 

mobilization. 

However, we might conclude from this that Chicano Movement theorists’ 

assertion of the necessity of a U.S.-based cultural nationalism holds true for mobilization 

in the United States with the simple exception of the admittedly complex U.S.-Mexico 

border context.  But Tucson was not the only location in which such trans-immigration-

generation organizing and activism was occurring at the turn of the twenty-first century: 

arguably one of the most powerful movements of this time was DREAM Act 

mobilization on behalf of youth born or raised in this country who sought to both remain 

and pursue an education legally in the United States. “DREAM Act-ers” regularly 

resurfaced as objects of documented Tucson activists’ support, respect, and solidarity. As 

a student of both Mexican American social movements and border history, I find this 

emergent theme of identification across immigration generation and immigration status 

(“documented” or “undocumented”) to be both surprising and provocative. Among the 

more challenging elements of this dynamic is the coexistence, within many youth, of a 

sense of solidarity and shared experience with immigrants, along with the employment of 
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archetypally Chicano-cultural-nationalistic terms of identity and forms of action. Most 

emblematic of this new coexistence of cultural nationalism with cross-immigration 

identification and solidarity, on the collective level, was the University of the Arizona 

MEChA chapter’s 2006 work supporting Tucson high school students’ HR4437 protest 

mobilizations. The following chapter will take up the expressions of cultural nationalism 

that emerged from youths’ self-naming and broader language practices, including their 

discursive sites of resistance and mutually constitutive language-ethnicity-nationalism 

identifications. In the meantime, I illustrate the coexistence of traditionally understood 

forms of cultural nationalism with new, cross-immigration solidarities as emblemized in 

the personages of two of the continuing activist youth – Emiliano and Kali, concluding 

this chapter with a consideration of the meanings of such new intersections for the larger 

local movimiento. 

 Emiliano, who was born in Mexico in a small city that straddles the U.S. border, 

describes identifying as an immigrant when he was younger. Indeed, though Emiliano’s 

family immigrated to the U.S. when he was a baby (his father had already secured 

citizenship thanks to the 1986 amnesty treaty40), Emiliano’s childhood was characterized 

by frequent trips back across the border to visit family, and his parents spoke exclusively 

Spanish at home. In his teenage years, Emiliano explains, a shift in consciousness began 

that moved him from identification as an “immigrant,” specifically, to association with 

Mexican Americans of multiple immigration generations. Emiliano describes this process 

beginning with the realization that “people have their stories” – and that peoples’ 

                                                 
40 The Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986 (IRCA; often colloquially referred to as the “1986 
Amnesty,” and also known as the Simpson-Mazzoli Act), provided a path to citizenship for Mexican 
nationals who had entered the United States before January 1, 1982, and who had resided continuously in 
the U.S. since that time. The Act also granted amnesty to seasonal agricultural (im)migrants. 
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“stories” are remarkably parallel between immigration generations. Emiliano explained, 

of earlier born generations of Mexican Americans, “Their grandparents have the same 

values as my grandparents – how did that happen? This is a different country!” Emiliano 

is describing here the dawning of a consciousness that brought him into community with 

earlier generations of Mexican Americans, specifically through the understanding that 

individuals of Mexican descent share not only an ancestral homeland, but the cultural and 

social values associated with that homeland. In turn, this expanded form of identification 

challenged and complicated Emiliano’s earlier self-identification as “immigrant.” 

Kali, who was born in the U.S. to a U.S.-born father of Mexican descent and a 

white mother, shared her impressions of solidarity and identification across immigration 

generation. She believes that this cross-generational solidarity is characteristic of 

contemporary fronts of the Chicana/o mobilization for social justice, in contradistinction 

to the 1960s Movement, which occurred just a few decades after the end of World War 

II: 

Kali: In the 1960s, after World War II, where lots of Mexican-Americans fought 
for the U.S., it was “We belong here, this is our country.” Now, we’ve come a 
long way – we’re not acknowledging borders.... 
 
LS: By “borders,” you mean...? 
 
Kali: We’re all indigenous here, whether you crossed the [U.S.-Mexico] border or 
not. Migrants were not a part of the face of the 1960s movements. Today’s 
movement doesn’t have borders... 

 
While the limits of this dissertation do not allow me to expand fully on the synthesizing 

roles of “indigenous” identification in Tucson youth, and the ways in which common 

“indigeneity” was utilized as both organizing principle and new paradigm within and 

beyond cultural nationalism (minor but intriguing new developments evident in both 
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Kali’s interview and others), I do initiate such a project in Chapter Seven, and comment 

on how further investigations of this emergent topic might take shape. Meanwhile, I 

suggest that the identification and mobilization of youth across immigration histories and 

statuses, toward solidarity with and action on behalf of immigrants, is a qualitatively new 

phenomenon in the current Movement. 

Ultimately, this cross-immigration generation orientation may hold tremendous 

significance for revised understandings of cultural nationalism, locally iterated, and its 

operation in today’s Movement. It also speaks to the importance of examining youth and 

student mobilizations as they are enacted in particular places: Even as we are in a 

“globalized” world, and I have argued that Mexican American youth are by default part 

of a transnational population (a contention that they in fact reify, with these forms of 

action), this form of mobilization across immigration generation still has much to do with 

Tucson’s particular placement on the physical and geo-political border with Mexico. As 

they are otherwise manifested or echoed across the country, these mobilizations 

simultaneously suggest numerous local-scale reverberations of early twenty-first century 

transnationalism. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

ACTIVISM ON THEIR OW N “TERMS”: 
STUDENT IDENTITIES, ACTIVIST EMBODIMENTS  

 

5.1  Introduction 

In the previous chapter, I examined practical manifestations of conscientización 

and social justice mobilization as they were evidenced, on the individual and collective 

scales, by Tucson youth. I demonstrated the importance of mutual identification and trust 

– authentic forms of caring and solidarity – for collectivity-building towards social justice 

action by youth. I also argued for the significance of even small-scale, “micro-

mobilizations” in developing foundational bridges between critical social analysis and 

social justice action. In other words, such micro-mobilizations became, I suggested, 

eminent sites of Freirian praxis for the continued transformation of individual and 

collective consciousness and social experience. In this chapter, I expand on two pivotal 

topics of analysis. 

The first brings us to a more refined analysis of these Chapter Four topics by 

exploring how individual orientations toward activism become embodied and 

“performed” in daily, discursive interactions with peers, and from the insights of this 

section problematizing longstanding assumptions about the indivisibility of cultural 

nationalism from collectivity-building toward Chicana/o social justice activism.. In The 

Language of Activism, I investigate the subtle evincings of critically conscious and 

“activist” orientation in this ethnography’s youth as it was , at times complexly, and 

seemingly contradictorily, negotiated in their various language practices. I suggest in this 
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section that youths’ self-naming practices evoked mobilizing forms of critical 

consciousness – and even, perhaps, might be recognized as latent forms of “activism.” 

In the second of this chapter’s two sections, Revisiting Transformative 

Resistance: Youth, Activism, and Schooling, I turn to an examination of these identity 

practices and terminologies, along with others explored in Chapter Four, for new forms 

of educational “resistance” and experience. While this dissertation has been intended to 

explore enactions of critical social consciousness and “activism” in dialogue with 

schooling, rather than for the purpose of better understanding schooling itself (including 

individual youths’ educational outcomes), the stories of this ethnography’s youth have 

illuminated in various ways the intersections of critically conscious and “activist” 

identifications with schooling dispositions and outcomes. These new understandings both 

inform and challenge contemporary theorizations of resistance and “transformative 

resistance” in schools, and expand on the scholarship of minority and immigrant 

students’ education. 

 

5.2  The Language of Activism 

Legal Alien 
Pat Mora, 1985 

 
Bi-lingual, Bi-cultural,  

able to slip from "How's life?"  
to "Me'stan volviendo loca,"  
able to sit in a paneled office  

drafting memos in smooth English,  
able to order in fluent Spanish  

at a Mexican restaurant,  
American but hyphenated,  

viewed by Anglos as perhaps exotic,  
perhaps inferior, definitely different,  

viewed by Mexicans as alien,  
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(their eyes say, "You may speak  
Spanish but you're not like me")  

an American to Mexicans  
a Mexican to Americans  

a handy token  
sliding back and forth  

between the fringes of both worlds  
by smiling  

by masking the discomfort  
(cited in Cota-Cárdenas 2002) 

 
 It is not only in the terming of one’s involvement, as “activist,” “organizer,” or 

“educator,” that language comes to figure into presentations and negotiations of 

“activism,” but so too in the instrumental use of language(s), and in the situational use of 

other identity markers. As poet-activist Pat Mora so blazingly articulated, in 1985, 

situated resistances to forced assimilation may turn on language, just as do the tensions 

inherent to a “bilingual,” or linguistically liminal – betwixt and between – existence.  

Within the extensive body of analysis of cultural nationalism in the 1960s Chicana/o 

movements, precious little attention has been paid to the collective identity projects of 

Mexican immigrants and first-generation youth. These youth may be in various ways 

more closely connected to their nation of origin, and presumably would therefore  not 

manifest impetuses toward cultural nationalism – since, as we’ll recall, cultural 

nationalism within Chicana/o history has been understood as a project of nationalism-

building for those ruptured from their ancestral nationality, and racialized within the 

nationalism of their country of immigration.41 Yet, for the youth of my study, cross-

immigration-status and cross-immigration-generation solidarities were not only evident in 

Chicana/o youth of multi-generational residency in the United States organizing for 

                                                 
41 Immigrants have not been traditionally considered “racialized” in the United States. However, I would 
suggest that this may shift as, in the Arizona and broader U.S.-Mexico border context, specifically, 
contemporary anti-immigrant rhetoric carries pronounced over tones of  racial slander – a racialized 
animosity that often extends to all Mexicans, and Mexican-ness. 



 225

immigrants’ rights; it was also visible in the adoption of subtle practices of cultural 

nationalism by immigrant youth. These practices of cultural nationalism were most often 

evidenced through language usage – specifically, self-naming as “Chicana/o” (or 

“Xicana/o”). 

 While the terminology of “Chicanisma/o” was far from ubiquitous among the 

youth, and itself appears to be in a process of shift and renegotiation, it nevertheless 

obtained in intriguing and surprising ways. It is not only “assimilated” Chicanas/os 

engaged in the project of cultural nationalism – via the collective self-definition of  

communal self-interests and the maintenance, valorization and vindication of 

marginalized culture forms – then, but also youth who either identify as, or maintain deep 

sympathy with, immigrants. I have suggested already that discursive resistances must be 

considered a part of the overall repertoire of youths’ activist practices: these are perhaps 

the best examples of Chicanismo scholar Urrieta’s “improvisations,” and social 

movement anthropologist Edelman’s conception of “everyday movement practices [that] 

embody in embryonic form the changes the movements seek.” I explore in greater length 

the significance of such quotidian and emblematic, symbolic, language practices in this 

section, examining the ways in which both school-based and continuing activist youth 

articulated their multiply constituted and mutually informing experiences of language, 

identity, and activism. 
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5.2.1  Language and Identity 
 

Trueba (1993:259), like other scholars of Mexican American student experience, 

has articulated the extreme relevance of language use and comparative ability for 

individual and collective identity: 

Language is one of the most powerful human resources needed to maintain a 
sense of self-identity and self-fulfillment. Without a full command of one’s own 
language, ethnic identity, the sharing of fundamental cultural values and norms, 
the social context of interpersonal communication that guides interactional 
understandings and the feeling of belonging within a group are not possible. 
 

Valenzuela (1999), too, has sensitively and extensively written on the critical correlations 

between Spanish/English language use and ability – including bilingualism, and the use 

of “Spanglish” – and senses of school belonging. Valenzuela forcefully illustrates the 

significance of language ability and use within the specific contexts of schools, including 

the relationship between language and relationships built within the social context of the 

school. Meanwhile, Muñoz (1989:8) has noted that, “Mexican Americans, more than any 

other ethnic or racial group in the United States, have been given a multitude of identity 

labels.” 

Early on in my observations of Montañita youth, language emerged as a site of 

intense conflict and struggle – both for students navigating a path through school 

curricula, and within interactions between students and teachers and students with their 

peers. Unlike later cohorts of SJEP/ Raza Studies youth, within which a number of 

students displayed significant proficiency in both English and Spanish, students in the 

2003-2004 cohort largely demonstrated extreme dominance in either English or Spanish 

– often accompanied by limited literacy in one or both languages. Even the few students 

who exhibited clear verbal ability in both languages often expressed extreme resistance to 
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writing; their written work at times was characterized by the phonetic spelling (rather 

than standard, accepted spelling) of words and entire sentences, and they were, 

understandably, extremely self-conscious about what they perceived to be their own 

deficiencies. 

This self-consciousness reverberated into larger classroom exchanges, and 

became the crux of several important dialogues of collective awakening and solidarity-

building. I documented one such dialogue in my fieldnotes in the spring of 2003: 

We never get to the day’s “lesson plan” because the class instead launches into a 
fairly significant discussion right after we’ve gotten together in the circle. Mostly, 
the students are complaining heatedly about Ms. Grimley (again). Valeria has 
brought up the conversation: She is angry today because Ms. Grimley has asked 
her for help in constructing, in Spanish, a letter to Valeria’s parents regarding 
Valeria’s (apparently poor) class performance. Ms. Grimley says that she wants to 
make sure that the letter is translated appropriately, because, as Valeria recounts, 
she “ha[s] a feeling that your [Valeria’s] mom doesn’t speak English.” Valeria is 
angry, it seems, because Ms. Grimley’s assumption of Valeria’s parents’ lack of 
English speaking ability is an assumption of ignorance and/or poor assimilation 
on their part. In addition to this, Valeria says, Ms. Grimley frequently suggests 
that Valeria should be in a bilingual school, assuming it would be “easier” for her 
(implying that her grasp of English is poor, or insufficient). Valeria is really, 
really pissed about this and very indignant. This doesn’t surprise me at all – 
Valeria speaks English flawlessly, and without an accent; in fact, she is one of the 
most outspoken – and well-spoken – students in the class. 

 
Numerous students, over the years, recalled stories of having being assumed to be 

English-deficient by teachers, regardless of their language of origin or immigration 

history; for most, this was an egregious instance of teacher supposition and bias, and 

provided moments of collective realization and insight; for others, it came painfully close 

to home. In an illustrative example of the challenges of limited literacy in both English 

and Spanish, and the functional place of “Spanglish” within this problematic, Zara began 

a class presentation one day attempting to explain the NAFTA agreement to the class. 

She began in English but was struggling to find the appropriate vocabulary, so switched 
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to Spanish. Yet, upon switching to Spanish, she faltered again: “Tenemos con México y 

Canada un... agreement... que...” In these cohorts, of 2007-2008 and 2008-2009, such 

literacy challenges again demonstrated the betwixt-and-between status that puts most 

students not only at an academic disadvantage, but renders all the more critical and 

immediate the need to explore and (re)construct senses of ethnic/ national identity, with 

their attendant senses of “place,” and the validity of “belonging” in this place. In the 

following, I provide a few sketches of these struggles. 

 Rebeca, whose mother is Mexican American and father is Yaqui, and who lives 

on the Pascua Yaqui reservation abutting Tucson, describes visiting a Yaqui village in 

Mexico with her parents: She describes how “weird” it was to hear “even little kids” 

speak Yaqui, and not be able to understand or reply in Yaqui – it felt “shameful,” she 

said. Rebeca’s father has a basic knowledge of Yaqui, but difficulty using the language, 

and has refused to teach it to her. Rebeca’s parents also speak Spanish between 

themselves, but don’t want to teach her, she says. She explains that her mother’s mother, 

her nana, was penalized for speaking Spanish in school, so she did teach Rebeca’s 

mother, who herself graduated from high school in 1980, but with the caveats that 

Rebeca’s mother must learn to speak English without an accent, and that she never speak 

Spanish in school. While Rebeca did speak some Spanish when she was younger, she 

explains that, by the time she entered high school, she found it more difficult to 

understand, so her Spanish-speaking and comprehension “died off.” She concludes by 

saying wistfully that, today, she “can barely communicate with [her] family sometimes.” 

 Lydia’s story of shame and awkwardness with the language of her ancestry is 

similar. Lydia is the daughter of a Mexico-born, U.S. raised father and a Mexican 
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American mother. She explains that her family visits her father’s extended family in 

Mexico every Easter, but that the language barrier makes her feel disconnected from her 

cousins there: “It’s kind of awkward, because I can’t really have conversations because I 

don’t know them and can’t speak with them.” Lydia explains that she wishes she could 

get to know them a bit better. Her father, a fluent Spanish-speaker though having lived in 

the United States since he was a baby, also becomes upset with Lydia because she can 

barely communicate with her U.S.-dwelling but exclusively Spanish-speaking nana due 

to her “bad Spanish.”  

 Flor, who was born in the state of Jalisco, in the interior of Mexico, moved to the 

U.S. with her father and younger sister when she was a child. Despite the fact that 

Spanish is her native language, Flor says that she does not feel confident about speaking 

Spanish when she goes back to Mexico to visit. She says that, in Mexico, “they think, 

‘you’re not from here’.” Yet, she points out, “here it’s the same too [they think, ‘you’re 

not from here’].” Maya, meanwhile, born in the U.S. to Mexican-born parents, shared 

that, 

I’ve been told that my Spanish is perfect, but my mom said I have a funny accent, 
so I won’t speak it with her... and I’m also bad about speaking in Spanish class. 
But my parents and godparents will sometimes force me... so if it’s important to 
them... But I don’t like to speak Spanish. 

 
While Maya’s facility with Spanish was far better than that of some of her peers, she 

nonetheless avoided, whenever possible, the embarrassment of incomplete literacy or 

“funny” pronunciation. 

 While “possessive adherence” to Spanish has been demonstrated in situations of 

forced assimilation to be a tool of resistance to the pressures of such assimilation, in 

situations like those of Montañita’s betwixt-and-between student literacies, how does this 
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operate? In the previous few examples, we saw not a reliance or instrumental use of 

Spanish but instead a self-conscious resorting to English – particularly when youth were 

confronted with their supposed or self-determined insufficient Spanish literacies and 

pronunciation. At other times, including in Zara’s NAFTA-explanation case, students 

found themselves code-switching due to incomplete literacy in English, Spanish, or both. 

 While in a few cases students did use code-switching to index biculturalism – 

something modeled by many of the Raza Studies classroom teachers, including Mr. 

Clemente – my research largely pointed to other locations, outside the realm of adherence 

to one or another language, or even code-switching, within which resistances took place. 

The following section explores the significance of naming and terminology as, at times, 

manifestations of critical awareness and resistance by Mexican American youth. 

 
 
5.2.2  The Terms of Identity 
 
 While much has been written, in the field of sociolinguistics, particularly, of links 

between discursive practices and performances of self, in the following parts of this 

section I focus principally on the naming practices that may serve to aggregate and 

mobilize youth toward collective action, and the challenges and complications inherent to 

terminology choice and usage. In terms of the mutually constitutive relationship between 

naming and cultural nationalism, Oboler has said (1991:xvii): 

While public policy imposes stigmatizing ethnic labels and reinforces a particular 
group’s inferior status in society, from the point of view of the group itself, 
adoption of a common name is inseparable from political mobilization. (my 
emphasis) 

 
Because the significance of Spanish-speaking in establishing and perpetuating Chicano 

cultural nationalism in the founding Movement was complex, since many of the 
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Movement’s progenitors and supporters were several generations removed from their 

Spanish-speaking ancestors, Oboler’s point regarding the naming functions of language, 

versus instrumental language choice, is a critical one: In cases such as that of collective 

mobilization within the ideology of Chicanismo, the significance of language use must be 

understood alongside, and may in fact at times be supplanted by, the significance of 

certain terms of collective (and, mutually constitutive of these collectives) individual 

identity. In this section, I explore some of the narratives of second-generation and beyond 

Mexican American youth, for many of whom Spanish was not a native language, and 

who – as we have already seen – often exhibited limited or nonexistent facility in it.  

While contexts such as these have been theorized as the discursive loci within which 

naming practices become salient (as in, for instance, calling oneself “Chicano” rather 

than “Mexican” or “Hispanic,” etc.). I did not, in fact, uncover such a correlation among 

the youth. While inconclusive, it appeared that, instead, the youths’ accountings 

complicated the (now-conventional) notion in Chicano Studies that youth of multiple-

generation U.S. residency are most likely to identify with the terminology of 

“Chicana/o,” while newer immigrants tend to adopt the terms, “Mexican,” “Mexican 

American,” or – less commonly, on the U.S.-Mexico border, “Hispanic.” 

 Flor, who was born in Mexico and immigrated to the U.S. as a child, calls herself 

“Mexican.” When this option is not available, she calls herself “Latina” (rather than, she 

says, “Hispanic”). Lydia calls herself “Mexican” as well, “since my family came from 

Mexico.” Lydia explains that she hears labels like “Hispanic” and “Chicano,” but that 

they’re “confusing because you don’t know how you fall into that.” Lydia recognized, 

essentially, that there were political implications to the utilization of identity terms like 
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“Hispanic” and “Chicano,” but did not yet fully understand the extent or contours of 

those implications. She thus used what she considered to be the most simple and 

explicative identity label for herself – the one that denoted her national origin, 

“Mexican.” For others who choose the label “Mexican,” however, it is not as obvious a 

choice. Rebeca calls herself “Mexican,” explaining that her mother’s family is 

“Mexican”; both Rebeca and her mother, however, were born in the United States. Her 

father, who is Yaqui, is also a multi-generation U.S. citizen. In participant observation 

within the classroom, I similarly heard the term “Mexican” used frequently – including 

sometimes (and confusingly), as shorthand for “Mexican American.”42 

Emiliano invoked another term, one used only by him: after offering “Mexica” as 

his label of choice, he contended that this choice was a purely pragmatic one: since he 

didn’t know from exactly which region in Mexico his ancestors derived (before their 

move to the border region, from whence Emiliano’s parents had emigrated), he simply 

used a term that referred to all of Mexico. However, Emiliano could have easily (and 

have been in much more common company, if so) used the term, “Mexican,” or the 

equivalent in Spanish, “Mexicano.” Instead, Emiliano used the “indigenous” version of 

the term, “Mexican” (the “x,” in this case, not pronounced with either the 

characteristically English “ecks” sound nor Spanish “je” but with the Nahuatl and Maya 

“sh” sound). While I only realized after our interview that this merited significant and 

extensive follow-up, it was at least initially suggestive of a conscious imbuing of political 

significance into Emiliano’s self-chosen terminology. 

                                                 
42 This was evidenced in discourse around, for instance, “boot Mexicans” vs. “Hollister Mexicans,” and is 
an evocative topic worthy of future investigation. 



 233

Cristian more explicitly made the connection between the ideology and naming 

practices of the Chicano movements of the 1960s and his own terminology choices: He, 

who – like both of his parents – was born and raised in the U.S., explained that “lots of 

times, I get labeled as ‘Mexican’. But then, I can’t speak Spanish...” Therefore 

“Chicano,” Cristian says, became his preferred label, “based on what we learned last year 

[in the history portion of the Raza Studies curriculum]... We chose that name! ‘Latino’ is 

even Puerto Ricans, or all of Latin America; ‘Chicano’ is... well, the Chicano 

Movement.”  

LS: If you had to pick a label, so, like, Mexican American, or... 
 
Dolores: I would pick Chicana. I just like the term. I like the way it pronounces. 
 
LS: How would you spell it? 
 
Dolores: X-i-k-a-n-a. 
 
LS: So you like the way it sounds and that’s it? 
 
Dolores: It’s unique and I’m unique! 
 
LS: What do your friends typically call themselves? 
 
Dolores: Chicanas/os. I’m mostly in the Chicana family – everyone calls 
themselves Chicana. We don’t use the term Hispanic. 
 
LS: Do you ever use other terms? 
 
Dolores: Mexican American. 
 
LS: When would you use Mexican American instead of Chicana? 
 
Dolores: When I’m looking for a job. (laughs) 
 
LS: So you use Chicana for a reason, it sounds like then... 
 
Dolores: Yes, I do. I believe in my history, and the Chicano Movement... I love 
the history behind it, not only the Chicano Movement but also with the Mexica. 
 



 234

Like Dolores and Cristian, Allison favored terminology arising the 1960s Chicano 

Movement – though she implicitly suggested, with humor, that she understood that she 

might not invoke the politics that the term carried when she was forced to move within 

institutions (looking for employment, for instance). The politicization and instrumental 

use of such terms is, indeed, well understood – in addition to the history that they intend 

to evoke. Like Dolores, Allison preferred the Nahuatl-approximated spelling of 

Chicana/o, “Xicana.” When I asked Allison is she called herself an “activist,” she replied 

with the following: 

Allison: Um, I call myself a Chicana... So... 
 

LS: And how do you spell that? 
 

Allison: “Xicana” with an “X.” Because, you know, the “X,” you know, derives 
from you having knowledge of indigenous people; you having knowledge of your 
roots; and where- you could say Mesoamerica, because we really don’t know, 
um– the Aztec people, the Olmec people, the Toltec people, you know – there 
was peoples... just peoples... forming groups. And there was people forming 
groups in Mexico, so you don’t really know where you derive from. [...] And just, 
you know, when you take on the role of being a Xicana, it’s different, you know... 

 
LS: From...? 

 
Allison: From being a Mexican-American, or a Hispanic, or a Latina. Or just 
being a person. Or just, “you know, I’m American,” or “I’m Mexican.” ... Right 
now, you know, Xicana is thrown out there a lot of ways ... But I take on that term 
because I have a lot of knowledge and I’m politically active, trying, you know, to 
make a change at [the school district level], or trying to get people to vote, and 
vote the right way, in a way... Having that knowledge of my roots, and where I 
come from, and being family-oriented... All of that, you know, consists of being a 
Xicana, and trying to make it in the world, and not be that same old stereotype. 
And, you know, “make it in the world”... You can “make it in the world,” you can 
be a billionaire and not even have a high school diploma – I’m not talking about 
that. I’m talking about you being central to yourself, being okay with yourself, 
and knowing where you stand, and having a background, and knowing where 
your mom and dad came from – all that comes into play for me when I say I’m a 
Xicana. 
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Allison’s employment of the term “Xicana” is thus explicitly political; and it is also 

fundamentally linked to both place and culture: She explains, like Emiliano, that her 

choice of naming is an attempt at denoting where she is “from” (despite having been born 

in the U.S.), and what this means, in turn, for her own self-identification and self-

determination now. 

When I asked Maya, whose parents had recently immigrated to the U.S. when she 

was born, what “label” she would choose for herself, she replied, “Chicana. Most people 

use it like it’s Mexican American, but I don’t see it like that... I see it as that I’m socially 

conscious and feminist.” Like Allison, Maya drew a clear ideological connection between 

being a Chicana and the political project of feminism, suggesting that the term ”Chicana” 

itself (with or without the Mexica spelling, as “Xicana”) is fundamentally a politicized 

one.43 

 

5.2.3  Mobilizing Identities 

 In considering the import of these varied practices of self-naming, and the 

multiple terms which are so invoked, we arrive at an important, tripartite question 

regarding the relationship of the movimiento with the terms of collective identity: What is 

the significance of the fact that, (1) naming is fundamental to the project of cultural 

nationalism – the consolidation of a varied group into a population able to self-identify as 

a population sharing common interests; (2) scholars like Oboler suggest that the naming 

of a group is fundamental for its political mobilization (vis-à-vis, I would argue, this 

                                                 
43 Note that I am not suggesting here that Maya was connecting her feminism to Chicanismo, writ large; the 
reasons for my distinction between the political project of self-naming as a “Chicana” and the political 
project of locating oneself within the larger movement and discourse of Chicanismo will be elaborated in 
Chapter Six. 
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aggregation of the disparate whole into a cultural “nation” through the aforementioned 

practices and ideologies of cultural nationalism); and (3) in my data, “naming” practices 

were exceptionally varied, and linked to incipient group mobilization in equally varied 

ways? While this is a question that necessitates significant future consideration, we can at 

the very least begin to say that it challenges presumptions integral to the founding 

Chicano movements, recalling that the Plan de Santa Barbara explicitly contended that: 

Chicanismo involves a crucial distinction in political consciousness between a 
Mexican American and a Chicano mentality. The Mexican American is a person 
who lacks respect for his culture and ethnic heritage. Unsure of himself, he seeks 
assimilation as a way out his ‘degraded’ social status. Consequently, he remains 
politically ineffective. In contrast, Chicanismo reflects self-respect and pride in 
one’s ethnic and cultural background ... The Chicano acts with confidence and 
with a range of alternatives in the political world. 
 

In addition to exploring the variety of ways in which the contemporary generations’ 

terminologies differ from or contest those of earlier generations, future researchers of this 

topic must also take into account local, place-based significances of particular names and 

terminologies. 

  

5.3  Revisiting “Transformational Resistance”: Youth, Activism and Schooling 
 

In earlier analyses of the SJEP project, Ginwright and Cammarota (2002) 

demonstrated that student involvement in the social justice oriented participatory action 

research of this specific program promoted disempowered students’ sense of self-

determination. Given the social psychologists’ argued-for links between nascent senses of 

self-determination and improved schooling outcomes, and Ginwright and Cammarota’s 

clearly demonstrated relationship between social justice curricula and qualitatively new 

forms of self-determination, one of the questions of this research has been: Does youth 
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involvement in social justice action/ activism, both within and beyond high school, 

positively affect youths’ educational attitudes and outcomes – whether through the 

mechanism of improved sense of self-determination, or other? 

District-collected data documented the correlation of this evolving sense of self-

determination with vastly increased high school graduation and college matriculation 

rates among the first two cohorts of the SJEP. Additional anecdotal evidence has surfaced 

over the intervening several years that suggests that involvement in both formal and 

informal social justice activities is linked to increased school attendance, expanded 

engagement with coursework, and a broadening of youths’ perceptions of their post- high 

school educational possibilities. While my research cannot speak to the statistical 

relationship between involvement in social justice curricula and/or public actions and 

graduation rates or other markers of educational attainment – whether at the high school 

or college level – both the participant observation and in-depth interview components of 

my research uncovered multiple and significant relationships between social justice 

involvement and improved educational dispositions. The following will explore those 

correlations. 

 

5.3.1  Identity, Ethnicity and Education 

The development of various forms of “ethnic” identity (including, in 

anthropological terms, “cultural nationalistic” identity) have been correlated by social 

psychologists with self-esteem, improved school performance, improved social 

interaction with peers, and various other elements of social and psychosocial functioning 

(St. Louis and Liem 2005; Stepnick and Stepnick 2002). Research among African-
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American youth (St. Louis and Liem 2005) suggested that the development of a specific 

ethnic – or, in their case, termed “racial” – identity worked, in part, to integrate students’ 

awareness of long-term racial oppression into a functional sense of self-determination. 

Social psychologists argue that this integration of orientation and actual acts of resistance 

into a sense of self-determination is critical to not only students’ overall psychosocial 

adaption, but also is critical specifically to their integration of experiences and 

subjectivities as students (Spencer and Markstrom-Adams 1990). Some sociological 

work, meanwhile, has examined the role that teachers and other institutional agents 

within schools play in either exacerbating or mitigating the effects of categories of 

underprivilege (principally, race and ethnicity) on students’ continuing educational 

opportunities (Stanton-Salazar 2010). In this section on Identity, Ethnicity, and 

Education, I consider the ways in which ethnic identity formation within and without 

schools not only provides a form of “resilience” against processes of disenfranchisement, 

including the reproduction of social stratifications, but also can become an instrumental 

and advantageous reconnection of students to curriculum. 

 

5.3.2  “I Felt a Great Deal of Warmth ... Go over My Soul”: The Role of Pedagogies 
of Caring in Students’ Schooling Investment 
 

In the section “We are Like Family”: The Development of a Collective of Caring, 

I discussed the significant effects that the formation of a collective organized around 

critical awareness and mobilization for social justice action had on the first cohort of the 

SJEP, both as individuals and members of the collective. This collectivity, I argued, was 

in part the product of a classroom environment characterized by mutual respect and 

carnalismo. In this section, I’d like to discuss one final element that I believe played a 
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profound role in the development of this “collective of caring,” which in turn was the 

foundation for varied forms of activist engagement – the utilization of a “pedagogy of 

caring” paradigm by the classroom teacher. I will go on to address how this paradigm, 

which is utilized and adapted in personal ways by all Raza Studies/SJEP teachers in the 

Tucson Unified School District, emerged in my ethnographic data as a significant 

determinant of schooling investment and continuation by Raza Studies/ SJEP students. 

In this section, thus, I am arguing for not only the correlation between authentic 

forms of teacher investment in students and students’ resulting (re)investment in 

schooling, but also for a correlation between pedagogies of caring and the evolution of 

forms of mutual care and respect in students that bring those students into deeper 

connection with each other, their local communities, and sometimes broader communities 

of individuals working for social justice. Before moving on, I must note that this does not 

suggest that teachers are teaching “activism,” or are engaging in “activism” themselves in 

even in the vaguest senses; but are, rather, engaging with students in ways that promote 

students’ individual and collective self-determination. Self-determination and senses of 

efficacy, or empowerment, do in turn provide foundations for students’ various forms of 

individual and collective social justice action. 

At its worst, the invert of authentic caring is the outright denigration and dismissal 

of students’ subjectivities and potentials – something with which many students had 

experience. Demeaning practices by teachers were cited time and again by the students of 

Montañita, as well as by continuing activists recalling their primary and secondary school 

days at other local schools. Jolene described watching a middle school teacher throw her 

class-assignment paper in the trash when the teacher determined that Jolene’s paper was 
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off-topic (significantly, Jolene explained, her paper had included a critical analysis of the 

teacher’s assignment topic). Xochitl, meanwhile, described a form of dismissal just 

slightly more subtle, as it dislocated responsibility for flattened expectations from teacher 

to student: 

Xochitl: My freshman year, I had... hung out with a really bad crew, I guess, like, 
you’d call it the gangsta crew – that’s what they were labeled as, right, so that’s 
what I was labeled as... My teachers didn’t like me. I was trying to – and the 
story, like, I tell it a lot, because this is one of the reasons why I hated going to 
school! – how, it was one of my teachers my freshman year: We had, they’re 
called “houses” – they say it’s so, you know, the students can get to know each 
other, but I could tell, like, right away, that I was in the “stupid classes”... 

 
LS: So, they’re, like, block classes? 

 
Xochitl: Yeah. 

 
LS: Okay, so you stay with the same students for a bunch of classes?... 

 
Xochitl: Yeah, yeah. So, like... 

 
LS: ...And they determine... you don’t get a choice in determining [your class 
track]? 

 
Xochitl: Yeah, you take a test... whatever, I hated school, so I, whatever, BS-ed 
the test, and so I was in all the lower level classes where my teachers were trying 
to be patient, but they were very... upset all the time with us. And I remember one 
of my teachers, I asked him to sign this paper, ’cause I wanted him to sign off so 
that I could go to a higher level class. And he was like, you know, “Why should I 
do that, you’re gonna get pregnant anyway.” And I just, after that, I realized, like, 
why – well, I didn’t realize it, I just thought, “Why do I want to be here?” And 
ever since that moment, I was always thinking about dropping out. 

 
Xochitl’s teacher ultimately refused to sign the supporting documents for her request to 

move beyond the remedial track. 

Stories like Xochitl’s reflect the characteristics and consequences of subtractive 

schooling in profound, and often (as in this case) profoundly gendered, forms. While 

Mexican American girls are commonly presumed to be inexorably headed toward early 
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childbearing and domestic or low-paid service-sector work (even Allison describes the 

“stereotype” of the “Mexican American” as someone who “works at a call center, 

something like that”), boys, in turn, are assumed to be headed to prison or the army, if not 

to the low-paid labor force (McLeod 1995). Indeed, one of the only enduring fixtures at 

Montañita across my early years there – aside from the security officer at the front gate 

and the police in the quad – were military recruiters also casually and continuously 

present in the quad. These police and military presences were not lost on the students – 

particularly boys – who across multiple cohorts of the SJEP took as their research 

projects the “policing,” “surveillance,” and aggressive “military recruitment” of low-

income youth of color. 

The concept of “authentic caring” in pedagogy, in contrast to the attitudes 

documented above, was developed to refer to classroom practices that recognized and 

honored the whole individual that is the student-self, and were in contrast to not only 

outright denigration and dismissal but also “aesthetic caring,” wherein teachers are 

concerned primarily with their students’ performance and achievement on measure of 

success (Noddings 1984; cf. Gilligan 1982). Flor describes the student-teacher 

relationship in Mr. Clemente’s class, for instance – as well as in her other Raza Studies 

class – as being “different” than what she had been previously used to, in terms of its 

warmth, and in her ability to be heard and well-received by Mr. Clemente. In this way, 

she says, it had a significant impact on engaging her with curriculum. This feeling was 

common: Dolores also mentioned a Raza Studies teacher, Mr. Murrieta, as being pivotal 

to her re-engagement in school, after having been deeply disillusioned and receiving 

extremely poor grades previous to her insertion into Mr. Murrieta’s class. 
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And while Xochitl had earlier described the outright hostility of some of her 

teachers, she described with tenderness and gratitude her contrasting experience in Raza 

Studies classes: 

LS: So, you said earlier that something changed around the end of your junior 
year – so then what changed? 

 
Xochitl: My best friend at the time, he was in Mexican American Studies his 
junior year while I was in Native American Studies. And I told him, like, “I’m 
tired of going to school, I don’t think I’m going to come back next semester, next 
school year,” because, like, “school is not for me, I’m not into it.” You know – 
“why should I be here? I’m wasting my time, I’m not learning anything I’m going 
to be using in real life.” And he said, “I want you to talk to someone – she’s my 
teacher.” He was like, “you’re going to like this teacher,” and, you know, “if you 
come back next school year, you should take this class.” So I actually talked to 
Ms. Ysidra and she said that I should go into the classes, and I actually sat in on 
one of her classes, and I was like, “wow, this is so cool!” And I signed up for 
classes. 

 
And, basically, I wasn’t motivated – so I wanted to drop out, and I told my friend, 
“you know, I’m not digging this class,” and it was the first week of school... 

 
LS: In Mexican American Studies? 

 
Xochitl: Yeah. 

 
LS: Okay, so you’re still not really... 

 
Xochitl: I was like, “I’m still gonna drop out, I don’t care what you say.” And I 
don’t know, like... (long pause)... there was something about [two teachers’ 
names, omitted]... the way they teach, and the curriculum, it’s so... Like, I thought 
it was so profound, after I started actually paying attention. I didn’t understand, 
but, like, I felt a great deal of warmth, you know... go over my body, my soul ... 
These classes, I felt loved in a way that I can’t really explain. Like, I could 
actually talk to my teachers about my problems. I mean, I could actually talk 
about how my mom was an alcoholic, and a drug addict. And no one would try to 
judge me. So, it was just so... just so weird. And I didn’t understand... It made me 
happy! So I stayed. 

 
Such forms of authentic caring not only validate students as individual and learners, and 

invite them to develop their own forms of paired critical consciousness and schooling 

reinvestment, they also model the mutual support and caring that we’ve previously seen 



 243

promotes students’ collective action for social justice. Finally, the investment of such 

teachers in their students may provide these students with not only emotional but, in 

some measures, institutional empowerment, as teachers act in their capacities as risk-

mediating “institutional actors” (cf. Stanton-Salazar 2001; Stanton-Salazar and Spina 

2005).44 

 

5.3.3  Resistance, Transformational Resistance, and Activism 

In his well-known ethnography of working-class male students in an urban school 

in Great Britain, Willis (1977) developed a theory of “resistance” among disempowered 

students: this resistance indexed students’ awareness of their own severely delimited 

educational and employment opportunities post-school, along with their disempowerment 

within the school itself. Yet the resistance manifested by these youth served to further 

delimit their educational and social potentials. Ogbu, studying urban students of color in 

the United States, noted similarly disenfranchising “resistances.” Many scholars of 

education have since acknowledged the sometimes dysfunctional elements of such forms 

of intra-school “resistance,” but have also identified a qualitatively different form of 

resistance (e.g., Foley 1994), one that came to be termed “transformational resistance.” 

Delgado-Bernal (1997:91) has defined “transformational resistance” as, 

Based on a conscious critique of domination ... motivated by an interest in 
liberation or social justice. It includes a deeper level of consciousness that allows 

                                                 
44 Stanton-Salazar & Spina (2005:381-382) refer to Stanton-Salazar’s earlier (2001) study on students’ in-
school peer and adult networks and corresponding degrees of “resilience”: “That study identified seven 
categories of adults as key constituents in the networks of the most resilient participants (i.e., those 
adolescents who registered multiple support networks, those who were most willing to seek support and 
most receptive to the supportive actions of others): older siblings, parents, extended family members, 
friends of the family, school personnel, community- or university-based informal mentors, and role 
models.” 
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agency to be manifested in ways that are more empowering than that of traditional 
notions of school resistance. 

 
Previous data of the SJEP, and also the Raza Studies curriculum exclusive of the SJEP, 

have demonstrated the potential of these programs to mobilize students’ fundamental 

recognition of disparity within the school toward both critical and well-articulated praxis 

(awareness matched with action). In other words, students’ previously un-articulated 

critiques of marginalizing practices and ideologies within the school became refined and 

articulated, and their diffuse, nascent discontent – which in many cases had previously 

manifested in “dysfunctional” resistances such as non-attendance – was catalyzed toward 

specific actions addressing the institutional sources of such discontent, becoming 

“transformational resistance.” 

The relationship of transformational resistance to better-than-expected schooling 

outcomes and continued activism post high school was evident in many of the narratives 

of this ethnography. Though Allison, as we’ve seen, had demonstrated more confidence 

in her own “voice” than had many of her peers prior to their involvement in the Raza 

Studies and SJEP curricula, she nevertheless described feeling degraded and dismissed by 

previous teachers and school administrators, sparking in her certain feelings of 

“rebellion.” During the time of her involvement in the Raza Studies and SJEP 

coursework, Allison began to channel her feelings of “rebellion” into ideas for social 

inequality remediation – most notably in the case of indigenous Guatemalans’ struggles 

(cf. Chapter Four). By some time into college, however, another shift, or evolution, had 

occurred in Allison’s relationship with education-related praxis. In describing this shift, 

Allison summarized a cognitive and emotional process shared by many of her continuing-

activist peers: 
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...The more I develop, the more I come into conscious [sic], the more I take 
classes here in college, I’m just, you know – I’ve known how to work my 
rebellious ways in ways that I know will change [things]. I’ve learned how to... 
throw my words when they’re worth it. I’ve learned... my time will come, and I 
will make change, when I graduate. When I know my stuff, and I can have 
dialogue with a person. And you know, I think dialogue... like, Paolo Freire said... 
I think dialogue gets you moving this world, you know. If you have dialogue with 
people, and you have critical dialogue, and you view their motives and their 
values and how they grew up, and they view yours, and they view your values in 
life, and, you know, your perspectives in the way you went about things, and the 
way “he” went about things, and the way “she” went about things, you know, the 
world can change, you know? It can, it can happen. 
 

Continuing-activist students such as Allison manifested forms of transformational 

resistance that had the twin effects of developing and honing their critical social 

consciousness while reinvesting them in their own education. Further, as we saw in both 

Allison’s narrative and the stories of many other high-school age and continuing activist 

students, such forms of educational re-investment were almost ubiquitously associated 

with students’ subsequent peer and community education. In these prevalent cases, forms 

of “activism” and education were mutually constituted, and mutually reinforcing. 

This strong association between “activism” (broadly understood) and education, 

as it manifested in the students, presents an intriguing contrast to the 1960s Chicano 

movements’ ideological orientations toward education and activism. While education in 

all forms (formal and informal, institutionalized and popular) was understood to be 

profoundly important in the 1960s movements, there nonetheless emerged at times an 

impassioned call for advancing the movimiento at whatever individual cost – including, if 

necessary, the cost of delaying or even forgoing higher education (e.g., Baldenegro 

1992). Yet the continuing activist youth, to a one, stressed the importance of their own 
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schooling for the overall cause of the movimiento.45 We might consider this doubly 

significant in that the Mexican American youth population of the greater United States 

has evidenced a renewed decline in high school graduation and college matriculation 

rates since the 1990s (cf. Chapter One). It is also interesting when we reflect that some of 

the most recent theorists of transformational resistance have questioned whether high 

school completion and college matriculation would in fact be the self-expressed goals of 

disadvantaged youth working toward their own self-empowerment (Tuck and Yang 2011; 

cf. Chapter Three). I would like to suggest that this hopeful phenomenon of Chicana/o 

activist youths’ engagement with schooling might be attributed to two principal elements: 

(1) The founding Chicano movements’ diligent work to open the doors of higher 

education to Mexican American youth (this includes, of course, Chicana/o scholars’ and 

activists’ work in the intervening years of the late 1960s to present), and to stress the 

importance of such education for the overall cause. As discussed in Chapter Two, the 

Chicano movements of the 1960s were deeply committed to the remedying of 

educational-opportunity disparities for Mexican American youth, and some of the 

Movement’s greatest accomplishments included the building toward equitable 

educational opportunities for Chicano youth via Mexican American Studies/ Raza Studies 

departments within universities and high schools. Also critical in this process was the 

establishment of organizations of mutual support for Chicano students, including most 

                                                 
45 I am, to a degree, imposing the term “movimiento” on to my informants here, because this term was just 
one of a number of terms and phrases used to describe the overall scope of youth organization and activism 
in Tucson and the United States. Yet, because of the variety of terms, and the inconsistency of their use, 
this seems to be the most all-encompassing and useful, and for that reason I employ it here. In both the 
previous section on language, and in the conclusions of Chapter Six, I discuss the terminology and naming 
practices of youth action and activists at more length. 
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notably university and high school chapters of the Movimiento Estudantíl Chicanos de 

Aztlán (MEChA). 

(2) The less hopeful condition that is economic and social pressure: The 

disproportionate amount of Chicano youth action evincing from institutions of higher 

learning might be equally a reflection of the incredible financial (and, at least in Arizona, 

social-ideological) challenges to staying involved in movimiento work if one is not 

embedded within, and supported by, an educational institution. In other words, 

universities and (to a lesser degree) community colleges provide both financial and 

ideological support for continued activist work: They provide opportunities for 

employment either within activist projects or programs (the SJEP, for instance, employs a 

number of its former students through the University of Arizona’s Department of 

Mexican American Studies); and intellectual and ideological support for varied forms of 

activism derive from formal coursework and informal collegial support (classmates, 

companions in MEChA, and the like). As discussed earlier, all but two of the continuing 

activists had been at some time employed by their college or university. The two 

exceptions, Dolores and Xochitl, had been (respectively) employed by the TUSD 

Department of Raza Studies and a local community organizing nonprofit. 

 

5.4  Negotiating the Ideological and Material: Charting an Activist Course around 
Work, Family and Education 
 
 In this section, I draw some conclusions about the material promoters of 

continued activist engagement by youth. By “material,” here, I mean the practical factors 

that were associated with youths’ continued day-to-day work in formal or informal 

organizations and iterations of activism or community organizing. By “continued,” in 
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turn, I mean activism pursued subsequent to youths’ graduation or departure from high 

school (for students of the Raza Studies and SJEP classes) or subsequent to other, initial 

involvements (for youth who did not take part in the Raza Studies and SJEP curricula). 

While it is not easy to comment on the reasons for non-involved youths’ attrition after 

previous engagement with activist projects and organizations, because this particular 

ethnography only investigated those who were actively involved at any given time (if to 

varying degrees), I suggest that the ubiquity of a few corollaries of continued activism 

conveyed the importance of these factors for the continuation of activism overall in 

Chicana/o youth. As we will see below, these corollaries were financial support for 

activist work; peer and/or adult mentorship, whether within activist organizations and 

activities, or apart from – but supportive of – formally defined activism; and time spent in 

the sociopolitical and educational contexts of the college or university environment. 

Toward the end of this dissertation, in Chapter Seven, I explore some of the more subtle, 

personal corollaries and elements of engagement and continued involvement with activist 

collectives and causes. 

 

5.4.1  Making Activism Pay: The Role of Financial Support in the Continuation of 
Activist Engagement 

 
An interesting paradox emerged as I began to evaluate of the gateways to, or 

corollaries of, continued activist engagement by youth: the significance of institutional 

support – principally, funding – for youth (the paradox, of course, concerns the fact that 

these youths’ work is intently focused on challenging institutions, specifically when, and 

as, they manifest and reproduce hegemonic norms and practices). While, theoretically, 

receiving funding external to the institution (and I am speaking largely of colleges and 
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universities, here) might serve the same purpose – freeing up youths’ time for the work of 

activism – amongst the young activists of my interviews, employment from within the 

university was by far the most common source of support. Three of the six continuing 

activist youth were funded at some point through the Mexican American Studies and 

Resource Center at the University of the Southwest, and two of the remaining three were 

funded by, respectively, the Raza Studies office of the Tucson Unified School District 

and a local community organizing nonprofit. Thus, virtually all received funding to 

support their work from entities with vested ideological interests in the continuation of 

these youths’ activism. 

The exception here was Jolene, who worked for a local sexual abuse prevention 

nonprofit dedicated to women’s peer education and empowerment. Though this nonprofit 

is dedicated neither to formal “activism” nor “community organizing,” it does rely on a 

paradigm of peer mentorship and resource-building not wholly unrelated to the 

approaches of youth social justice activism. Notably, Jolene’s longtime paid work with a 

local city council member had to be terminated upon her refusal to de-affiliate with 

various “controversial” social actions, including student walkouts and other protests 

around state and federal legislation – a peculiarity of work in the formal political realm 

made all the more notable by this councilwoman’s widely known liberal politics. 

Emiliano pointed to the significance of financial support when he pondered what 

had kept him involved with the SJEP past high school. Considering my question, “What 

made you decide to stay involved with the SJEP after you had graduated?”, Emiliano 

responded, “I’ve been wondering too! I’m not sure...” And then he continued,  

I think I was just into it; I liked hanging out with Kali, and working with Kali and 
[name of adult project leader omitted]. And they had offered a trip to Toronto – 
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travel and research and present? Awesome! The summer documentary 
opportunity also sounded great – Kali fought for me to get that job, so I got the 
internship, and then a permanent job. 

 
Among the ongoing jobs within the SJEP that Emiliano held were in-class mentorship at 

Montañita, and advising on some of the Montañita cohorts’ annual newsletters, or 

research findings, reports. While he describes these jobs as being, at the time, “something 

to do while figuring out what to do at [the local community college],” Emiliano’s activist 

involvement continues today – several years later, and after having transferred to, and 

graduated from, the University of the Southwest. Like many other youth, employment by 

the SJEP after high school provided a financial gateway to continued activist engagement 

for Emiliano, in one form or another. 

 

5.4.2  Corollaries of Continued Activist Involvement: Peer, Adult, and Institutional 
Mentorship 
   
Peer networks 
 

Peer networks, while often targeted as dysfunctional conduits of “peer pressure” 

in the various literatures of adolescence, and sometimes portrayed as arenas of 

dysfunctional resistance fomentation in education scholarship (Willis 1977), 

demonstrated clear utility as promoters of activism and educational engagement within 

my study. In schools, the functional – and in fact at times transformative – nature of peer 

support has been extensively described by Stanton-Salazar and Spina, who start by 

defining the quandary in which many observers of youth peer networks find themselves 

(2005:379-380): 

Most adults who have regular contact with adolescents understand the value and 
importance that these young people attribute to their friends and peers. Yet many 
adults maintain a quiet suspicion and ambivalence toward adolescent peer groups. 
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On one hand, many people would concede that such groups serve as the primary 
means by which teenagers share and validate each other’s struggles to develop 
new identities and to assume new, more mature roles. Many would also concede 
that peers usually provide emotional support and intimate counsel when adults are 
unavailable or appear indifferent. On the other hand, many adults regard peer 
groups as the instigators of all the problems we commonly associate with 
adolescence.... 

 
Within scholarship analyzing the corollaries of extended activist engagement in youth, 

meanwhile, several have pointed to peer involvement as a predictor. In other words, 

youth whose peer networks include others involved in activist work are most likely to 

get, and stay, involved in such work. While this scholarship needs to be significantly 

expanded – particularly as it has rarely focused on the activism of youth of color, 

specifically, and in fact has been largely exclusive to white youth – it nonetheless 

exhibits suggestive parallels with self-explained corollaries of engagement in this study’s 

Chicana/o youth activists. 

 

Parental Support 

As important to youth as their peers’ support was parental support and backing. 

This is consistent with Stanton-Salazar’s (2010:11) research with Mexican-origin high 

school students in southern California, which revealed that, among 47 students: 

Only 20% of the sample identified either a friend of the family or a nonkin adult 
in the community as a source of social support and as an “informal mentor” 
(school personnel not counted); three quarters did identify either an older sibling 
or extended family member. 
 

While parents of high school level SJEP students at times were startled by what their 

students were learning in class, or the ways in which they were bringing such critical 

consciousness “home,” the parents of continuing activists were broadly described as 

being supportive of their children’s activist work – even when it at times continued to 
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challenge their own belief systems and values. Jolene, for instance, explains that her 

preacher father periodically allowed Jolene to take over part of his radio show to discuss 

the topics of her choosing. In a notable instance, Jolene took the opportunity of Mother’s 

Day to discuss, over the show, various issues related to women’s rights. Both Jolene and 

Allison describe their parents’ support, even as it is paralleled by confusion, as they begin 

to search for the land and peoples of their Mexican ancestry – for both, an important 

corollary and offshoot of their activist and organizing work. Allison also explains that her 

parents do sometimes worry for her safety at public protests and events: 

[T]hey do, like, worry about me going to protest and you know, all that. Because 
you know, all the negativity, the TV and you know, the media.... And I was really 
involved in going, you know, this past semester, to the Tucson Unified School 
Board meetings. 

 
Nonetheless, Allison’s parents never questioned or restricted her involvement: “They 

never told me “What are you studying? Why are you studying that?” No. No no no. They 

never told me that.” Elsewhere in the interview, Allison says simply, “I’ve always had 

my mom and my dad... always.” 

Dolores similarly describes her parents as never questioning her motivations or 

modes of activist involvement, even though her father and brother, both, are police 

officers, and some of the protests that Dolores has participated in or led are eyed warily, 

and strongly patrolled, by the local police. Finally, Xochitl’s describes not only the 

support of her father, but her elevation in his eyes, after having first become engaged in 

the Raza Studies coursework in high school – the first time that she had demonstrated 

excitement or commitment to her in-school studies: 

And ever since then, he’s always– he’s always let me know how proud he is, 
how... how... like, I’ve grown up to be, I guess, a young woman, and not just 
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someone... someone who’s just there, someone who has no future. He always says 
that he’s so proud of me – now he does! 
 

Movingly, in several cases, youths described their parents’ own transformation as it 

accompanied their children’s’ conscientización and evolving engagement with social 

justice curricula and activities. We saw earlier that Emiliano and Maya’s father, for 

instance, continued to support their work with the SJEP, even as their steady 

interrogation of gender differentials in the household challenged him to reconsider some 

of his own presumptions. Such child-parent education manifests a profoundly Freirian 

ideology of community education, and holds promise for the renewed engagement of a 

generation that has been, arguably, absent from the public face of historical Chicanismo 

and its campaigns. 

 

The Social Contexts of Higher Education 

Coming back to the significance of embeddedness within colleges and universities 

for activist youth, having already established the importance of college- or university-

based funding for the support – and thus continued engagement – of such youth, I would 

like to here suggest that it may not be just funding that students find in universities, but 

also more complex forms of ideological support for their varied projects of social-justice 

activism. Jolene, for instance, mentioned as pivotal the intellectual and practical 

mentorship of a distinguished elder Chicana professor (and longtime activist) in her own 

work. Senior students and student leaders within the college/university, too, may provide 

younger activists with the ideological and practical mentorship necessary for their 

sustained involvement. Allison confirms that her involvement in MEChA and the 

Chicano/Hispano Student Affairs office at the University of the Southwest brought her 
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into close contact with senior students who inspired her to continue on the path begun in 

her high school SJEP classes (Allison was one of few students who went directly from 

high school to the university, rather than to the local community college first, so had an 

immediate and direct bridge between high school and college-level activism). 

Finally, the continuing activist women of my study, specifically – as described in 

Chapter Five – discussed a number of times the importance and potential of collective 

work, suggesting that for women, especially, being in such a setting oriented toward 

collective efforts (not necessarily the classroom; but rather in organizations like the 

aforementioned MEChA and Chicano/Hispano Student Affairs, as well as the college-

level SJEP group) may be strongly tied to continued involvement in visible, public social 

justice work.46  

 

                                                 
46 I specify here, “visible, public social justice work” intentionally, to distinguish such work from the 
quotidian, sometimes “private” sector social justice work that I have argued extensively, in this dissertation, 
constitutes much of women’s social justice activism, though it largely goes unaccounted  and unnoticed. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
 

MUJERES AND THE MOVIMIENTO : THE FEMALE FACE OF ACTIVISM AND 
ORGANIZING FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE 

 
 

6.1  Introduction 

[W]hile Chicana feminist scholars have often shared personal testimonios as 
activists in the Chicano and Chicana Movement... scarce empirical research has 
been conducted to document the experiences of collective groups of 
Chicana/Latina activists in student movements. (Revilla 2004:82) 
 
In this chapter, I begin to address the dearth of information and insight on the 

experiences and expressions, motivators and critiques, of Chicana youth activists. I begin 

this chapter with a historical contextualization of the experiences, challenges, and 

critiques of Chicana activists. I discuss, first, the under-recognized contributions of 

Chicanas in the 1960s movements, and then highlight the particular critiques of 

Chicanismo that emerged in these Chicana scholars’ and activists’ writings thereafter. 

Included here are the important analyses that have emerged from renewed attention to the 

previously under-acknowledged contributions of Chicana activists during these 

foundational movement(s). I discuss implications of the collapsing and erasing tendencies 

within ideologies and discourses of cultural nationalism, which served to render Chicana 

experience de-validated and, often, obviated Chicana-specific experience in the name of 

nationalist (or ethnic) solidarity. Such cultural nationalism, as we have seen before, was a 

powerful consolidating ideology in the Chicano movements of the 1960s and ’70s, and 

yet was also a paradoxically dis-unifying ideology in its inattention to gender-specific 

experience (along with other categories of identity and subjectivity, including sexual 

orientation). This gender elision within cultural nationalism, while occurring alongside 

the rise of second-wave feminism (often termed the Feminist Movement) was not 
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ameliorable through Feminist scholarship precisely because of second-wave feminism’s 

own elision of race and ethnicity within its theoretical advances and activist focuses. 

Thus I highlight the complex and challenging nature of Chicana feminist identity 

formation as it was both contested by Chicano compatriots of the movimiento and 

insufficiently recognized within, or supported by, the (largely white) contemporaneous 

Feminist Movement. 

 Following the discussion of historical Chicana experiences and critiques of 

Chicanismo – as both social movement and its ideological underpinnings – I begin to 

build a framework for understanding contemporary young Chicanas’ various orientations 

toward, and forms of, social justice action. Responsive to trends in my school-based data 

that suggested myriad subtle manifestations of social justice “activism,”47 as well as 

periodic invocation of the term “organizer” by post high school women activists, I 

explore, briefly, the literature of community organizing work by women of color. I 

suggest, upon reviewing this literature, that understanding community organizing as 

social activism broadens our understanding of “activism” in a way that captures 

important iterations of women’s social justice work. I also support the arguments of 

feminist scholars who suggest that much small-scale work outside of the formal political 

realm has been ignored by social movement analysts and social movement leaders alike – 

even as analysis of such work sometimes manifests problematic dichotomies of “private” 

and “public” life and “personal” versus “political” realms of social justice action. 

                                                 
47 I place “activist” in quotation marks here not to undermine the term’s validity, but rather to highlight the 
fact that many of the subtle iterations of social justice action that I will discuss here may not always be 
considered “activism.” I have argued in this dissertation, and in this chapter, specifically, that there is 
considerable utility in expanding our perceptions of “activism” to include such iterations. 



 257

 As the voices of young women within the classroom begin to emerge in the 

following sections, a number of interesting contradictions arise with respect to their 

gender identifications and gender awarenesses. These apparent contradictions most often 

center on nascent forms of gender awareness delimited by hesitancies to carry through 

budding gender interrogations into articulated critiques or action. Similar to Segura and 

Pesquera (1999:28), I observed that “[the Chicana students] posit a fluid political identity 

formation that at times, affirms dominant discourse and, at other times, contests social 

subordination.” But other forms of complex negotiation of gender are apparent, too, 

include gender-typed approaches to social justice action that are at times characterized by 

bold, direct action and at other times expressed in far more subtle forms. In this section, I 

present brief profiles of three Chicana students who in various ways demonstrate the 

intriguing complexity of gendered paths of conscientización in high schools, and 

conclude by suggesting the significance of some salient in-school themes for broader 

understanding of Chicana students’ social justice orientations and activism . 

In the subsequent sections, as I turn my attention to the post-high school young 

women activists, a striking shift occurs – from subtly and at times dissonantly articulated 

gender awarenesses to explicitly articulated and sophisticatedly formulated critiques and 

actions. Significantly, the bulk of these gendered critiques concern the movement itself – 

discursive and behavioral mores within activist contexts, formal and informal, and some 

of the local and larger movimiento’s guiding ideologies themselves. I explore the 

multiple, inter-related challenges that arise for women in movement activities, some of 

which are responded to with incipient counter-hegemonic forms, and others of which 

have curtailed women’s involvement and weakened solidarity within the local movement.  
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In the final sections of this chapter, I discuss the unique and inspiring iteration of 

women’s organizing and action that is what I call “mother-activism.” This category of 

women’s activism was born, among the mother-activists of my ethnography, from the 

convergence of their new motherhood with previous activist involvement, and resulted in 

qualitatively new forms of engagement with the topics and modes of Chicana/o activism. 

While mothers’ activism has been addressed across a few disparate literatures, whose 

contributions I will highlight, what I observed within the mother-activists of my 

ethnography was, I argue, a unique expression of activism stemming from the 

articulation of motherhood with activism, rather than activism arising from motherhood, 

as has most frequently been documented. 

The unique challenges, insights, and contributions of women activists within the 

Chicano Movement are, I ultimately argue, critical ones to disentangle and explore if we 

are to understand the potentials and pitfalls inherent to today’s movimiento overall and its 

specific, local iterations particularly. In the conclusion to this section, I explore how we 

might begin to do that both in our theoretical approaches to Chicana women’s activism, 

and in our practical construction of social justice projects and collectives in high school 

and post high school settings. 

 

6.2  Chicanas in the 1960s-1970s Movements: Their Contributions and Critiques 

 In this section, I discuss Chicana scholar-activists’ critiques and re-

historicizations of Chicanismo, including those that issued from a feminist critique of  the 

ideology and operation of cultural nationalism. I discuss what these scholars have called 

the delegitimation and obfuscation of feminist histories of the movimiento, working to 



 259

locate the social justice action of my ethnography’s Chicana “organizers” and “activists” 

in the revised histories that have emerged from these critiques. I examine here, as well, 

the work in which Chicana scholar-activists of the 1960s-1970s were forced to engage to 

craft a feminism that reconciled their commitment to the movimiento with their 

recognition of its gendered forms of internal disparity and subjugation – all while 

reconciling their feminism itself with the classist, white-dominant character of 

contemporary “mainstream” (second-wave) feminism. 

 

6.2.1  Herstory of the Movimiento 
 

At a mid-1990s National Association for Chicana and Chicano Studies (NACCS) 
conference, a college-age Chicana questioned the near-invisibility of women in 
the preview showing of the film Chicano! One member of the panel presenting 
the documentary responded, "Those were traditional times. Women were just not 
as involved." Two years later, Alma Garcia's momentous anthology, Chicana 
Feminist Thought: The Basic Historical Writings, was published and is now used 
in Chicana/o studies courses nationwide. In 1998, Dolores D. Bernal's piece on 
grassroots Chicana leadership was printed in Frontiers. Each of these events, and 
others like them, challenges the idea that Chicanas were not as involved in the 
movement as were men and suggests that those "traditional" times were, in fact, 
the figment of a patriarchal  imaginary. (Dicochea 2004) 
 
Chicana scholars and former activists have, over the past fifty years, centered a 

substantial portion of their critique of the 1960s Chicano movements on the relegation of 

Chicana experience to the background of official accounts (A. García 1986; Davalos 

1998; Dicochea 2004; Orozco 1986; Pardo 1984; Pérez 1999). Chicanas’ important and 

varied contributions to practical and ideological developments within the movimiento 

remained unreported in official histories of the Chicano movements, many argue. 

Moreover, Chicana activists point out, within Movement activities and discourses 

themselves Chicanas were often relegated to second-tier participation and second-tier 
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status. Within the movimiento, argued Chicana activists and theorists, they were at best 

the back-scenes facilitators of movimiento work; at worst, they were viewed by their male 

activist counterparts as little more than assistants and consorts (Dicochea 2004). Many 

Chicana scholar-activists have thus argued that both their work and their particular 

subjectivities have historically been rendered invisible in the rhetoric of Chicanismo 

(Flores 1971; López 1977; Pardo 1984; Sosa Ridell 1974; Zavella 1987, 1993). 

This invisibility prompted the important work of many Chicana writers, who 

essentially became revisionist historians, to draw awareness to the myriad contributions 

of women within the Movement. Women had been involved deeply and broadly and each 

stage and aspect of early movimiento activities, and in fact often had performed 

seemingly simply actions that became key to much larger actions and events. Vicky 

Castro, for instance, who would later become a school principal in Los Angeles, 

described showing up for a job interview at Lincoln High School on the day of the 

Blowouts in March, 1968; while she was meant to be interviewing for a teaching 

assistantship, she in fact used her time with the principal to stall him, occupying his 

attention long enough that walkout organizers might mobilize and lead the students out of 

the building. In Crystal City, Texas, a female student leader – Severita Lara – was 

suspended after protesting the exclusiveness of Crystal City High School’s 

extracurricular activities; the community adults who came to her aid, organizing a school 

board confrontation, were mainly women. The students’ actions and the ensuing protests 

and school walkouts led to what Morales calls the “most famous Texas school boycott” 

(1996:219). Numerous similar examples exist in Chicanas “herstories.” 
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Chicanas had also, quite consciously, fought to make their voices heard and their 

concerns and perspectives known from the incipient stages of the movements. At the first 

Chicano Youth Liberation Conference (colloquially called the Denver conference), for 

instance, in March 1969 – the event from which emerged the Plan Espiritual de Aztlán, 

the founding document of the Chicano movements – a series of improvised workshops 

were put on by Chicana activists to address the gendered disparities within the 

movimiento. Emerging from these sessions was a collectively crafted statement 

condemning chauvinism within the movimiento. Nonetheless, many of these Chicana 

activists, later to become authors and scholars, noted that their female peers continued to 

self-silence, or – worse – silenced each other, in large numbers, throughout the Denver 

conference. This silencing was in most striking when it came time for conference 

participants to collectively voice their plans and goals. Rosales (1996:183) cites the 

recollections of Enriqueta Longauex y Vásquez, who was a conference participant from 

Los Angeles and the struggling, single mother of two young children: 

...I went to one of the workshops that were held to discuss the role of the Chicana 
woman. When the time came for the women to make their presentation to the full 
conference, the only thing that the workshop representatives said was this: “It was 
the consensus of the group that the Chicana woman does not want to be 
liberated.” This was quite a blow – I could have cried. Surely we could have come 
up with something to add to that. 
 

Indeed, Fernández (2002:35) notes that, with its pervasive terminology of “brotherhood,” 

the Plan Espiritual de Aztlán itself represented a founding “conflict between Chicano 

cultural nationalism and Chicana feminism ... in the very document that proclaimed 

Chicano self-determination.” 

In response to this dilemma – Chicanas’ loss of self-determining potential via 

their service to a movement promoting the “self-determination” of Chicanos – 1970 
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witnessed the founding of the first national Chicana organization, the Comisión Feminil 

Mexicana, by Francisca Flores (Fernández 2002). La Raza Unida party activist Marta 

Cotera organized Chicana feminist meetings during 1971 and 1972; and in 1973, 

Chicanas holding their own caucus at the National Women’s Political Caucus succeeded 

in influencing the larger caucus to recognize and validate the particular concerns of 

Chicanas (ibid.). 

 

6.2.2  Cultural Nationalism and the Elision of Gender 

Cultural nationalism, as we saw in Chapter 2, provided a powerful unifying 

ideology for the foundational Chicano movements of the 1960s and ’70s. Common cause 

was made by Mexican Americans through the collective interrogation of power 

inequalities based on race and ethnicity. In service of a race- and ethnicity-based 

confrontation of power and the institutions within which it was embedded, however, a 

number of internal disparities went un-addressed. As many scholars of Chicana 

experience have demonstrated, the most notable of these may have been the elision of 

Chicana-specific experience, including women’s explicit and implicit subjugation to men 

within the movimiento. Chicanas pointed out repeatedly and incisively that the 

reductionistic tendencies of cultural nationalism – which elevates the importance of 

ethnic experience over all other categories of experience (and oppression) – renders mute 

their voices of gender-based critique, and understands only in essentialized and blurred 

ways the multiple layerings and interweavings of forms of oppression and experience for 

many individuals of color. 
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If we trace the phenomenon of cultural nationalism through one of its important 

components, the concept of the “imagined community” (Anderson 1983), we begin to 

understand how the very idea of the imagined “nation” sets up the conditions for missing 

the critical importance of categories of experience such as gender, sexual orientation, and 

others, and the ways in which power differentials manifest even within categories of the 

“oppressed.” Anderson’s vision of nation as a “deep horizontal comradeship” (1983:7) is 

a misguided, if seductive, one – precisely because, characteristic of the formation of 

nation, is the formation of hierarchy. Though Anderson recognizes that “nationalism and 

ethnicity are constructed reciprocally” (Alonso 1994:390), he does not take account of 

the universalizing and particularizing tendencies of state formation, and their resulting 

limitations on self-construction of ethnicity by non-hegemonic ethnicities internal to the 

nation.  Alonso (1994) points out that, at the same time that state formation gives rise to 

an imagined community in which territories and individuals of all races, or ethnicities, 

are conflated into the universal, the nation, so is the nation (or, its population) organized 

into internal hierarchies of status and privilege.  These hierarchies ensure inequitable 

distributions of wealth and power.  Further, they posit a fundamental dualism within the 

nation – that of “self “and “other” – which engenders and perpetuates various forms of “-

isms,” including sexism. 

 Thus Chicana women in the 1960s-70s found their unique concerns, 

contributions, and subjectivities largely left out of two hugely important and parallel (yet 

rarely intersecting) movements: the Feminist Movement and the Chicano Movement(s). 

These two movements constituted a huge share of what came to be known as New Social 

Movements – qualitatively new social movements arising across the world in the latter 
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portion of the 20th century. Yet, though both movements arose from this unique social 

and intellectual ferment of the 1960s, and were more inclusive than many previous social 

movements, both the (second wave) Feminist Movement and the Chicano Movement 

were nonetheless also severely delimited by their exclusionary focuses, respectively, on 

gender and ethnicity – one crowding out, rather than acknowledging its articulation with, 

the other. 

 

6.2.3  Between White Feminism and Brown Power: The Liminal Space of Critical 
Chicanisma in Movement Rhetoric and Discourse 
 
 Chicanas of the foundational Chicano movements thus found themselves at the 

difficult crossroads between a nationalist/ethnic Chicano Movement that did not 

legitimate gender difference and disparity and a Feminist Movement that was 

monopolistically focused on legal and sexual inequalities for women without recognizing 

the unique social and cultural contexts in which women of color’s particular experiences 

and disempowerments arose (Fernández 2002; Keating 2002).48 Worse still, feminism or 

feminist-leaning perspectives were at times not only delegitimized but in fact equated 

with treason within the Chicano movements. Rosales (1997:182) documents what was 

“perhaps the most extreme manifestation of rejecting feminists among activists,” the 

claim by Ex-Brown Beret leader Chris Cebada that, “I think the CIA...pushed 

feminism...They felt that if they pushed feminism, you could divide them [Chicanos].” 

Rosales continues to cite Cebada as suggesting that “Gloria Steinem, whom he thinks was 

                                                 
48 The important extension of this argument is that the second-wave Feminist Movement’s focus on 
“feminism” as a supposedly broadly and equally felt set of sentiments and concerns (across lines of class, 
race, and ethnicity) effectively sublimated the particular sentiments and concerns of women of color and 
women of varying class statuses. 
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an FBI agent, was pushing feminism to destroy nationalist Chicano and Black liberation 

movements.” 

In most contexts, however, feminism within the Chicano movements was 

maligned as being, simply, more akin to dominant white culture than to Chicanismo 

(Cotera 1973; Nieto-Gómez 1971). Chicana feminists, thus, became vendidas – 

“sellouts,” or traitors to the deep and enduring aims of the Movement (cf. Dicochea 

2004). In other contexts, Chicana writers have linked this reductionistic type of 

ideological assault with malinchisma, after the Aztec woman Malintzin (later known as 

La Malinche) who, in becoming Cortes’ consort and literally and symbolically giving 

birth to a mestizo49 nation that included the blood of conquerors, supposedly betrayed her 

homeland and every generation thereafter of Mexicans (Candelaria 2002). Like the 

“dark” side of Christ, who Christians believe absolves all future humans of their sins 

simply through their recognition of His being, la Malinche seems to have incurred a debt 

for which future Chicana activists were forced to pay, unless they acknowledged the 

“complicity” of their nascent feminism in white colonization and exploitation. 

Yet, despite assertions to the contrary, Chicana scholars and activists 

compromised none of their keen awareness of race-based disparity while interrogating 

sexism and related forms of persistent and under-acknowledged discrimination. Revilla 

(2004:81), citing works by García (1997), Martínez (1998), and Trujillo (1997), 

succinctly points this out: 

                                                 
49 Mestizo means “mixed-blood,” and is used in many Latin American contexts to refer to the nation’s 
population of mixed indigenous and European blood heritage after conquest. While mestizaje (the condition 
of being a mestizo nation) is contemporarily a positive, populist invocation toward anti-racism in many of 
these countries, La Malinche is nevertheless maligned for having forever compromised the symbolic 
genetic purity (more broadly read, national self-determination) of her indigenous, Aztec, nation. 
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Chicana scholars and activists have a history of dealing with racism and classism, 
including labor struggles and imperialism. However, Chicana feminists who have 
shared the concerns of their male counterparts have challenged the persistence of 
patriarchy/ sexism and hetero-normativity/ homophobia in Chicano Studies and 
the Chicano Movement. 
 

These Chicanas recognized a point fundamental to all social justice movements: that 

“none of us are free if one of us is chained” (Burke 2002). In other words, as Freire has 

acknowledged, oppression subjugates the oppressor just as it subjugates the oppressed, 

and social justice action must liberate not just some, but all. 

 

6.3  Polishing the Lends, Seeing Chicanas: What We Learn from Community and 
Labor Organizing 
 

Both within and outside of the formally defined contours of the Chicano 

movements, while some Chicana activism was explicitly political and broadly visible, as 

has been documented so far, much more Chicana action toward community and social 

justice has historically taken place in the largely invisible realm of the neighborhood and 

local community. Both formal Chicano Movement history and social movement theory, 

broadly, have nonetheless largely failed to consider women’s community-level work as 

tantamount to social activism. Yet as it occurs in the community-building spheres of 

neighborhood and larger community, this work can be understood as activism of a 

fundamental order, as well as the foundation upon which all other forms of action and 

enduring social movements must build. 

It can perhaps best be understood and rendered visible, in turn, within the 

paradigm of “community organizing.” Community organizing paradigms present an 

important corrective to the conceptualization of activism as a series of confrontational 

and discrete public actions by understanding the essential role of collective mobilization 
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and education behind such activist movements. Stall and Stoecker critically point out 

that: 

Behind every successful social movement is a community, or a network of 
communities. The community behind the movement provides many things. It 
sustains the movement during the hard times, when the movement itself is in 
abeyance (Taylor, 1989). It provides for the social reproduction needs of 
movement participants, providing things as basic as childcare so parents can 
participate in movement events (Stoecker, 1992). It provides a free space (Evans 
and Boyte, 1986) where members can practice "prefigurative politics" (Breines, 
1989), attempting to create on a small scale the type of world they are struggling 
for. These communities do not just happen. They must be organized. Someone 
has to build strong enough relationships between people so they can support each 
other through long and sometimes dangerous social change struggles. Or, if the 
community already exists, someone has to help transform it to support political 
action. Sometimes that requires reorganizing the community (Alinsky, 1971) by 
identifying individuals who can move the community to action. This process of 
building a mobilizable community is called "community organizing." 
 

The field of community organizing has thus done a significantly better job of recognizing 

the contributions of women than has scholarship of social movements (such as that of the 

foundational Chicano movements), while also creating the spaces for women within 

community organizing spaces and paradigms. Yet, community organizing theory has 

been effectively critiqued for its still-evident male bias, most notably apparent in 

organizing work conducted in the tradition of Saul Alinsky.50 Alinsky-style organizing 

features communities organizing for contestation of power in the formal political realm; 

these communities force the relinquishment of power by power institutions through the 

employment of various strategies of dissonance and discomfiture. Feminists have argued 

that the validity and potential of “female” organizing styles, which are focused on 

community-building and integrative approaches, as opposed to focusing on confrontation 

and a presumptively zero-sum game interrelationship, have not been sufficiently 

                                                 
50 Alinsky was a powerful organizer during the 1930s through 1960s, whose approaches and theorizations 
around community organizing continue to predominate in the urban United States. 
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recognized (Stall and Stoecker 1998). Much like NSMs, community organizing has 

suffered from the continued normativity of “male” approaches: 

Despite a rich and proud heritage of female organizers and movement leaders, the 
field of community organization, in both its teaching models and its major 
exponents, has been a male-dominated preserve, where, even though values are 
expressed in terms of participatory democracy, much of the focus within the 
dominant practice methods has been nonsupportive or antithetical to feminism. 
Strategies have largely been based on "macho-power" models, manipulativeness, 
and zero- sum gamesmanship (Weil l986, 192). 
 

Community organizing paradigms and scholarship thus draw our attention to the varied 

stages, aspects, and manifestations of “activism” while reminding us that women, in 

particular, perpetuate certain critically important – yet underrecognized and 

underappreciated – forms of community mobilization. 

Labor movements, meanwhile – of which César Chávez’ “farmworkers’” 

movement was one – constitute arguably the most visible front of many historical social 

movements (along with the student movement, the farmworkers’ movement provided the 

“face” of the 1960s Chicano Movements).51 Yet even within the farmworkers’ 

movement, Mexican and Mexican American women’s work was largely unheralded 

(Rose 2002). In my interviews with continuing activist youth, one young woman pointed 

out that “Everyone remembers Cesar Chavez; but who really knows about Dolores 

Huerta?” Another young woman said, “There’s Cesar Chavez, but everyone forgets.... 

what– what’s her name?” While this student was also referring to Dolores Huerta, I was 

struck by the fact that both students considered Huerta to be the unacknowledged female 

                                                 
51 Though note that Muñoz (1989), for instance, argues that Chavez and the UFW were not progenitors of 
the Chicano Movements, if often spoken of as such. Muñoz argues that, because Chavez consciously 
refused to associate with Chicano [cultural] nationalism, “[the UFW] never evolved in the context of a 
quest for Chicano identity and power” (p.7). 
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face of the farmworker movement, and neither identified – or perhaps even knew of – 

Helen Chávez. 

I bring up Helen Chávez, wife of César and formidable labor organizer in her own 

right, in large part because of the excellent points that Rose (2002) makes in her analysis 

of the “masculine” and “feminine” sphere within the United Farm Workers of America’s 

struggle toward unionization (colloquially termed the “farmworkers’ movement”). Rose 

(2002:203) argues that Chávez was every bit as important to the overall success of United 

Farm Workers of America (UFW), but has never received the attention or recognition 

that has her female colleague, Dolores Huerta, who in fact personified a male approach to 

community organizing and mobilization: 

Observers of the UFW are most familiar with the career of Dolores Huerta, the 
union’s cofounders and first vice-president. Yet Huerta’s union activism is 
atypical. She rebelled against the conventional constraints upon women’s full 
participation in trade union activism, competing directly with male colleagues in 
the UFW ... A more “traditional” model is that of Helen Chávez, wife of UFW 
president César Chávez. Chicanas and Mexicanas adopting this approach juggle 
the competing demands of family life, sexual division of labor, and protest in a 
unique blend of union activism. But their contribution to union building is 
obscured because it occurs in the context of domestic responsibilities. Despite her 
marriage to a prominent labor reformer, Chávez can be readily likened to 
hundreds of other Mexicana and Chicanas who participated in strikes and picket 
lines but remained anonymous and forgotten. 
 

Huerta has continued, to the present, to organize and agitate in this “non-traditional” 

manner; it was, in fact her speech at Montaña Oscura High School in 2006 that 

precipitated the first attempts by Arizona state legislators at elimination of the Raza 

Studies curriculum – a project at which they succeeded, five years later. Yet while it is 

laudable that Huerta continues to receive attention, even if it does not match the 

veneration that her late colleague – César Chávez – received, considering Huerta the 

“female” face of the movimiento in fact obscures what we might call the much broader 
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face of female organizing during both the historical and contemporary Chicana/o 

movements. 

To conclude, while labor organizing such as that of the United Farm Workers was 

linked to larger contemporary struggles for social justice, and also linked – if complexly 

– to student and other movements within the 1960s-’70s Chicano movements, most 

community organizing work (as opposed to labor organizing) has not typically been 

viewed as social movement fodder, despite numerous feminists’ calls for a reevaluation 

of the place of community organizing and small-scale movements in the larger theory of 

social movements, particularly including the identity-focused New Social Movements. 

Yet some of the subtle articulations of activism that became visible in Chapter 4 are 

suggestive of the significance of both paradigms and terminologies of “community 

organizing.” We saw, for instance, the power and potential of storytelling and family or 

community education as a mode of sustainable engagement with the in-school and 

continuing activist youth. Storytelling and peer education are powerful tools within the 

community organizing pantheon. We also saw that some of the older youth shied away 

from the terminology of “activism” itself, in several cases quite literally preferring the 

term “organizer.”52 

 

Community Organizing by and for Women of Color 

Taken with the scholarly injunctions toward a non-nostalgic approach to 

recognizing contemporary activism, these themes within the ethnography invite us to 

broaden our scope of “activist” definition to include iterations more traditionally 

                                                 
52 It should be noted that in only of the cases was the youth a formally defined “organizer,” working for an 
organization that identified its mission as, in part, community organizing. 
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characterized as “community organizing,” formal or informal. But again, there is another, 

significant reason to understand community organizing as a rightful part of a larger, 

expansively understood realm of “activism”: Women, specifically, have a long history of 

work that can be best characterized as “community organizing,” or as “community 

building.” This work, to reiterate, has gone largely unrecognized, or taken-for-granted, 

and has yet been foundational for many emergent social movements. Ultimately, even as 

women have been part of the public face and deep, foundational work of formally defined 

social movements and NSMs, so too have they been disproportionately – and deeply – 

involved in forms of community building, mobilization, and collective action that largely 

go unrecognized in the historical accounting of social movements. The breadth and 

character of social justice work of women of color, particularly, can only – I argue – be 

clearly understood by examining the realm of community organizing, building, and 

mobilization. 

In Erbaugh’s (2002) examination of a Chicana-led community organizing 

collective in New Mexico, argues that “women of color are especially active in 

community organizing, a particular form of collective action,” and concludes that, 

[i]n fact, women of color and working-class women exemplify a model of 
community organizing ... that differs in important ways from both men's 
community organizing and the "mainstream" social movements, usually led by 
men, which have traditionally been the focus of social movement theory. In 
general, the ways social relations are gendered, racialized and "classed" lead 
women's community organizing to be more democratic, participatory, and/or 
feminist in structure and strategy (Gilkes, 1988; Hardy-Fanta, 1993; Naples, 
1998; Pardo, 1998; Stall & Stoecker, 1998). 

Yet, Erbaugh (ibid.) also notes, “women’s community organizing is often overlooked in 

mainstream social movement literature, partly because it does not often culminate in 

large-scale social movements” (cf. Stall & Stoecker 1998). I argue here, drawing on the 
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rich narratives and testimonials of my own ethnography, that minority women’s 

community organizing is profoundly a form of social activism 

Ultimately, I argue, awareness of minority women’s extensive organizing efforts 

at the level of the community, as well as “behind the scenes” in the historical Chicano 

movements, serves as an important corrective to the idea that “authentic” activism is that 

which occurs at the level of the macro-communal, or macro-political. Urrieta, as we 

recall, has called for a re-visioning of activism that incorporate quotidian, daily acts of 

agency and situated resistance. We saw in Chapter Four that these considerations were 

important ones for understanding the multiple, sometimes subtle, even unexpected, forms 

of activism of high school youth. In considering the activist formulations of young 

women, specifically – as the latter portion of this chapter does – the injunction proves to 

be all the more significant. 

 

6.4  Chicanisma in the Classroom 

In this section, I expand on the previous chapter’s punctuated insights into 

gender-specific forms of conscientización and activist engagement for young women in 

the Raza Studies and SJEP classes at Montañita High School. Multiple moments of 

illumination into the unique subjectivities of young women arose, as did multiple 

moments of apparent conflict and contradiction within and between these girls’ narratives 

and dispositions. Such apparent contradictions evoked Segura and Pesquera’s (1999:28) 

description of the young women in one of their own influential studies: “The 

Chicanas...posit a fluid political identity formation that at times, affirms dominant 

discourse and, at other times, contests social subordination.” 
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As we will see in a later section, however, the continuing-activist women of this 

study – and, in particular, the mother-activists – presented clear and incisive challenges to 

this model, however, retaining a fluidity of identity while challenging pressures toward 

assimilation and acquiescence to “traditional” roles. Notably, one of these young 

women’s family of origin was characterized by extremely strong gender precepts; yet, 

she was able to maintain a loving, close relationship with her family while nonetheless 

crafting her own, feminist path as a woman, mother, student, peer educator, community 

organizer, and committed “activist.” 

 

6.4.1  Women’s Ways of Knowing, Women’s Ways of Speaking: Gendered Voices 
and Gendered Silences in the Raza Studies/ SJEP Classroom 
 

While white feminist scholars and others have historically lamented the apparent 

reluctance of Mexican and Mexican American women to question, or even better, mount 

sustainable challenges to patriarchal formations, Chicana scholars (Anzaldúa 1987; 

Segura & Pesquera 1999) have pointed out and probed the complex, “fluid,” and 

sometimes seemingly contradictory political identities of Chicanas. Some of the 

paradoxical qualities of Chicana involvement in social justice action have been 

highlighted in the previous discussions of private/public activity and Chicanas’ historical 

roles in the movimiento. Across social spectra, as well, Chicanas may at times seem to 

acquiesce to, and at other times demonstrate intense resistance to, traditional Mexican or 

Mexican American gender roles (Baca Zinn 2002). While Chicana theorists have 

repeatedly stressed the importance of understanding intersections and articulations, rather 

than mistaking them for contradictions or cooptations, in YPAR work these insights run 

the risk of being subjugated to the dominating ideologies of CRT or decolonization 
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theory. Through the lens of “decolonization,” classroom silences around encouraged 

critiques can easily be misunderstood as ignorance or resistance to naming and dis-

identifying with the colonizer. Troublingly, however – as I will argue later – this dynamic 

reproduces the colonization of Chicana subjectivities by rendering them “unaware” when 

not articulated in hegemonic terminologies and manners. 

 

Acquiescence versus Contestation, and Other False Binaries 
 

Silences that emerged in the SJEP classroom – moments of reluctance to engage 

in encouraged social critiques – were clearly unsettling to faculty project leaders. Such 

silences most frequently arose when the topic of class conversation turned to issues 

related to gender, sexuality, or the Church. Early in the school year of 2007-2008, for 

instance, a vigorous discussion arose in a formal class discussion around a woman’s right 

to an abortion. The discussion comprised almost uniformly male students, who were 

arguing for a woman’s right to choice; the young women remained almost startlingly 

silent. In my own mentorship role in the SJEP, particularly during the project’s first year, 

I admit that I, too, encountered moments of concern regarding students’ reticence – 

whether manifesting as literal silence or lack of critical interrogation – on various topics 

of class discussion. On the first day that the provocative feminist text, Female Chauvinist 

Pigs: The Rise of Raunch Culture,53 was introduced into the SJEP curriculum, in 2008, I 

was dismayed to find that it was largely the boys in the class who, in the ensuing 

conversation, were critical of why girls were participating with increasing frequency in 

exploitative “male” behaviors, as the author suggests. Within this conversation, the 

emergent thematic strands largely had to do with sexual and sexualized behavior, 
                                                 
53 Levy, Ariel. 2005. Female Chauvinist Pigs: The Rise of Raunch Culture. New York: Free Press. 



 275

including the reasonably new phenomenon of girls regularly visiting (female) strip clubs 

with their boyfriends or male friends, and arguing that stripping itself is an empowering, 

“feminist” activity. At one point in this conversation, a male student said, “I don’t 

understand why girls would want to go... why wouldn’t they go to Chippendale’s [a male 

strip club] or something?”, to which a female student replied: “If a girl goes to a strip 

club, she’s ‘down’.” Another student agreed, “I mean, I say my dream in life is to be in 

Playboy, and I mean – at least I have a plan...!” 

Along with the two other (female) project mentors in the classroom at the time, I 

challenged the girls numerous times to interrogate what the basis of the implied “power” 

was in being “down,” or “having a plan” [to be a Playboy]; and both I and a number of 

the female students, as well as the classroom teacher, asked directly of the male students 

what their thoughts were on some of the more challenging assertions of Levy’s text. For 

example, when asked whether a male student would be likely to go to Chippendales (a 

male strip club), the parallel of a female student going to a female strip club, the entire 

class laughed uproariously. The response, articulated by the female student who had also 

said that a girl was “down” in she went to a female strip club was concise: “If a guy goes 

to a [male] strip club, he’s gay.” Aside from their laughter, few boys responded; they 

appeared, on the whole, to be relieved that the girls were, in this case, speaking so 

extensively. I will speak at length in a later section about the significance of disjointed 

gender identifications and critiques in a later section of this chapter. In this section, 

however, my intent is to draw our attention to the presumptions that guide in-classroom 

mentors in conversations around gendered topics, noting the ways in which they may 

become not only self-limiting to our fullest analyses but, more significantly, may have 
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the paradoxical effect of silencing the exact young women who we are imploring to 

“speak out.” I observed this apparent silencing to occur most typically when the language 

or discursive tone female students were implored to take did not fully sync with other, 

competing subjectivities or identifications. 

The discussion sparked by Female Chauvinist Pigs incurred significant concern 

by project mentors over what hadn’t been said – by the absence of a more acute 

interrogation of the social forces behind some girls’ claim to power through the overt 

sexualization of theirs and other female bodies. But the discussion, and critical 

“silences,” around this text were not representative of most classroom exchanges. Far 

more frequently, silences that emerged in the classroom were the literal silences – girls’ 

reluctance to speak about certain topics, or at least in the mixed-gender context of the 

full-class discussion – and the silences that followed initial forays into critical inquiry of 

gendered topics. These were the places in which girls trailed off when articulating 

questions or personal narratives around gendered topics. It is these, I suggest, that 

demand our most keen and sensitive attention – a reasoned attention that does not start 

from the presumption that the “quiet” girls, the calladitas (Valenzuela 1999), are 

unconscious, assimilated, or colonized. Through the illustration of the following 

ethnographic encounters, I argue that presuming that gendered silences are attributable to 

lack of critical consciousness perpetuates the exact colonization of women’s 

subjectivities by men’s hegemonic discursive and behavioral forms that was observed by 

Chicana scholars in many official spaces and recountings, both, of the founding Chicano 

movements. 
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 As discussed in Chapter Three, it has oft been said that immigrants, and even first 

generation youth, are resistant to acknowledgement of societal disparities in the country 

of immigration. And it also has been argued that immigrants and their children are more 

likely to be faithful to “traditional” Mexican gender roles that disempower women, by 

assigning to these women a narrow band of behavioral mores and societal functions 

(always said to include the sexual satisfaction of men and the bearing and raising of 

children). In this light, it would be easy to dismiss the earlier cited young women’s 

comments as insufficiently “aware,” whether owing to immigration generation or 

unquestioning acquiescence to “traditional” gender roles (even if newly defined, as with 

the apparent acceptability of women at strip clubs). In fact, Kali, who was in the 

classroom at the time of this exchange, and had, indeed, introduced Levy’s text to the 

curriculum, noted that Freire might have reminded the class, upon hearing the girls’ 

responses, that “the oppressed become the oppressor” when (s)he refuses to acknowledge 

the basis of the oppression. This was an important insight. 

After interviewing some of these young women, though, I came to see a greater 

complexity in the students’ gender formulations and expressions, and to therefore 

understand that there is an important caution we must invoke here, particularly when we 

index critical awareness by verbalized critiques, and critiques verbalized in a certain 

language, or terminology. In other words, when we examine classroom silences as linked 

to culture and immigration generation, and when we are aware of the important literatures 

examining forced assimilation of immigrant students – which suggest that critical social 

awareness derives from the process of racialization undergone by first and later 

generations of immigrant youth, and is not as readily available to immigrant youth – it is 



 278

distressingly easy to fall back on the conclusion that “silent” youth are those who remain 

blind to racial/ethnic and gendered disparities – whether because of intense cultural 

pressures, including church doctrine, or misplaced idealization of the United States owing 

to recent immigration. I maintain that we must invoke caution here particularly because 

within the educational context such conclusions can result in the paradoxical further 

silencing of students though teachers’ and other mentors’ disapproval of students’ initial 

reticence. 

 

“Muted Voices and Actions” 

These subtle but powerful forms of disapproval can extend beyond the topics of 

conversation to modes of engagement, both with the topics themselves and with 

classroom peers. In one notable example, a male faculty leader of the project was leading 

a discussion critiquing male power and privilege. As the lesson proceeded, I wrote in my 

fieldnotes: “The boys are talking – some are even taking notes – but the girls are, with 

only one exception, leaning on zipped-up backpacks, silent...” At this precise moment, 

the faculty member exclaimed, “Mujeres! This is what I’m talking about!”, suggesting 

that the Chicana students feel they must be given permission by male teachers or peers to 

“speak up” – something I, myself, had been wondering about. Instantly, a young woman 

replied, “We like to listen,” and paused to exclaim, “Shut up, Alex!” as a male student 

began to talk over her, before continuing, “We’re paying attention, but the guys are just 

talking back.” As Lee (2007:400) has pointed out in her study of low-income indigenous 

Canadian women’s political organizing, “mainstream analysts... often mistake muted 

voices and actions for naiveté and cooption.” Indeed, I argue that we must hesitate, 
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within the classroom, when presuming that young women’s gender-specific social 

consciousnesses are underdeveloped, or simply acquiescent to “traditional” models of 

Mexican American female social and political participation. In the exchange illustrated 

above, women were clearly awake and engaged, and their supposed “silences” were in 

fact the product of moments of reflective contemplation; the boys’ more vocal insertion 

into the topic, suggested this young woman, reflected not a lesser willingness of girls to 

engage with the topic, but a greater willingness of boys to speak before such 

contemplation. 

We must additionally consider the format of the conversation (large or small 

group, mixed-gender or all-female); the language being used (or avoided) by teachers and 

mentors, female and male students alike; and similar contextual factors when exploring 

apparently loaded “silences.” We will see in the following sections that many of the 

young women, even as they may have been reluctant to speak in the full-class, mixed-

gender discussion format, nonetheless demonstrated emergent forms of gender 

conscientización in interviews with me and in the small-group contexts of their research 

groups. There were, of course, limits to these young women’s critiques, and I will discuss 

the significance of some of the most striking incongruencies. The most common, earlier 

suggested, was an emergent critique of gender mixed with reluctance to take such critique 

past a certain level, or into a certain realm (usually, the very personal). Even as I 

highlight and deconstruct these incongruencies, though, I remain attentive to the 

important reminders from Anzaldúa (1987) and Segura & Pesquera (1999) about the 

continuing fluidity and complexity of Chicanas’ political identifications – challenging my 
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own terminology of “contradiction” and its implicit assumption of dissonance between 

categories of experience and perception. 

 
 
6.4.2  Emergent Gender Critiques and Their Limits: “I’m Not Saying I’m a Full-on 
Feminist, but...” 
 

In this section, I offer glimpses into the gender conscientización narratives of 

three high school students, Chicanas or mixed-ethnicity, all, who exhibited fascinating 

and instructively complex forms of gendered conscientización. These following stories 

and narratives are culled from students’ group project presentations, other, informal 

classroom observations, and my one-on-one interviews with students. None of the 

interviews, as it happens, were addressed to gender, specifically; and in most interview 

exchanges that I describe below, I asked no specific questions about gender at all. These 

were, thus, organically emerging insights and conclusions by students. 

 

Rebeca 

Rebeca, whose mother is Mexican American and father Yaqui, lives on the 

Pascua Yaqui reservation bordering Tucson. Rebeca, early in an interview with me, noted 

that her mom says that “Yaquis are chauvinistic.” In eight years of observations and 

interviews, Rebeca was the first student to relay a gender critique from a parent, and this 

critique was particularly notable given that the Yaqui community in which Rebeca and 

her family lived is a deeply conservative one. This community has since the mid-

twentieth century been physically centered around the Catholic church that occupies a 

former mission established by Father Kino, “founder” of Tucson (no doubt much to these 

Yaqui ancestors’ surprise). In the unfortunate irony characterizing many colonized 
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peoples’ homelands, this Yaqui community exhibits the preservation of many native 

values, but also the adoption of some of the most conservative dictates of the Catholic 

church.54 

Perhaps due in part to Rebeca’s mothers’ awareness and articulation of gender 

disparities in the Yaqui community, Rebeca herself described noticing certain gender 

imbalances when attending a conference of Native American peoples in Buffalo, New 

York. She described, for instance, observing that that the women were all “cooking and 

cleaning.” In addition to the influence of her mother, and her own observations at the 

conference, Rebeca describes the reciprocal evolution of a gendered conscientización 

through a scenario that she witnessed unfold on the reservation: Her mother, who worked 

on the Tribal Council and was a supporter of the Tribal Chairwoman, was forced to leave 

the Council when the Chairwoman was removed by two male co-Council members and 

opponents. A few men supported the Chairwoman, Rebeca explains, because they 

appreciated that she would serve as a role model to girls in the community; but Rebeca 

suggests that the remainder – the majority – were threatened by the presence of a woman 

in the role of tribal Chairperson. While Rebeca is the product of two cultures often said to 

be resistant to gender-disparity interrogation, she had clearly spent time considering the 

role that gender played in her local community; and she had observed also its effects in 

the broader context of the pan-Native conference that she had attended. 

 

                                                 
54 On the official webpage of Arizona’s Pascua Yaqui tribe, for instance, the page on “culture” reads: “For 
non-Yaquis it is difficult to fully grasp the blend of ancient Yaqui beliefs and the religion taught to them by 
Jesuit priests in the 1500s, but they successfully melded the two into a unique belief system...” 
(www.pascuayaqui-nsn.gov/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=5&Itemid=5, accessed 
10/11) 
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Elsa 

Elsa, also a Pascua Yaqui student and arguably the leader of her project group 

centered on domestic violence, was at times a forceful voice for awareness and criticism 

of the conditions that led to domestic violence, and yet at times seemed to directly 

subvert her own critiques. In classroom discussions and presentations over the spring 

semester of 2008, Elsa recounted the difficulty of living with a father who was 

threatening and abusive to her and her mother, yet explained that, because she loved him, 

she “forgave” him. Indeed, she called herself a “hypocrite” when describing this 

situation. Elsa clearly recognized the fundamental conflicts that arose in her own 

testimonials and critiques; yet, they arose over and over again. For instance, one day, in a 

portion in her group’s presentation when the group was asked to present their critique of 

the problem and suggestions for its remediation, Elsa said forcefully, “I don’t understand 

how this can happen, how you can have such a big problem [with domestic violence in 

today’s society]!” but then trailed off, “...but... that’s the way it is.”   

In an even more striking example of the inherent conflicts that the topic of 

domestic violence presented to Elsa, during the same class presentation, she offered an 

extremely incisive critique of traditional gender roles, in which the woman is expected to 

tend the home while the man is expected to be the “breadwinner.” But she immediately 

added (ibid.), 

Personally, I want to be a homemaker, but that’s because I want my kids to turn 
out o.k., and someone has to be home with them. If you’re both working, it’s just 
like....” 
 

Elsa’s hope to be a homemaker certainly is not cause for concern. What is striking, 

however, were the multiple inconsistencies that arose in her narrative. For instance, while 
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suggesting that both men and women are entitled to work outside of the home (or within 

it), she immediately defaulted to the assumption that, since “someone has to be home 

with [the kids],” it would be her – the woman and (in this scenario) mother. Note that 

Elsa did not specify in this or similar discussions that she particularly enjoyed children; 

or that for other reasons she’d prefer to work within the home rather than in the external 

workforce. Secondly, while the vast majority of her peers came from two-earner families, 

Elsa suggested that, for her “kids to turn out o.k.,” one parent would have to stay home 

(again, the implication being that this would be the mother). Interestingly, when going on 

to explain why children simply shouldn’t have both parents working, Elsa trailed off: “If 

you’re both working, it’s just like....” 

Certain prevalent and time-tested tropes of gender and gender-specific parenting 

were thus reproduced in Elsa’s narrative, even as she critiqued other, highly related 

tropes, like that of the female homemaker and the male wage-earner. This dissonance 

deeply undermined the ability of both Elsa, individually, and her project group, 

collectively, to understand the problem of domestic violence as a social condition. While 

Mr. Clemente and SJEP classroom mentors encouraged the group to consider the social 

conditions that might lead to violence in the home, and male-inflicted violence in society 

in general, Elsa and her group repeatedly drew the discussion back to the level of the 

individual. At the conclusion of the presentation, Elsa explained that she insisted to her 

friends that they should not tolerate abuse from their boyfriends, and that it should not be 

tolerated in marriages, either. She also added, however, that she believed that many 

divorces occurred because people simply didn’t “try hard enough”; and that maybe if a 

woman loved her man “enough,” even though he was abusive, she should “try to make it 
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work.” Again, Elsa understood that domestic violence was not right; yet she cautiously 

suggested that its toleration could be justified by the love and devotion that a woman felt 

for her abusive male partner. 

 

Maya 

While Elsa’s “silences,” or sudden hesitations and interruptions in otherwise well-

developed gender critiques, were the most extreme that I observed over three classroom 

cohorts, the same interruptions and incongruencies were nevertheless evident, in more 

subtle forms, in many young women’s gendered social consciousness. In this section, I 

discuss Maya, one of the most insightful and vocal students in her cohort. Maya’s older 

brother, Emiliano, had graduated from the Raza Studies/SJEP curriculum three years 

prior, and had since his initial involvement in the classes begun to challenge gender-typed 

roles in his home, including gender-types regarding household responsibilities and 

privileges. Maya, meanwhile, had become a part of the peer community of Emiliano and 

his continuing-activist SJEP friends. Thus her gender awareness was in some respects 

both more keenly developed and better supported by her “peers”; she was, for instance, 

one of very few students who engaged meaningfully in the classroom discussion of 

Female Chauvinist Pigs. 

Indeed, Maya also made some astute observations regarding her own family’s 

struggle with developing gender awareness and the accompanying shifting of gender 

roles – in doing so, she was one of very few female students over the years to relate to the 

wider class her struggle with the deeply personal elements of her school-developed 

gender critique. In an interview, Maya spoke of family visits to Hermosillo, where her 
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father had been born and raised, and pointed out that “the moms and kids would stay 

home while the dads went to drink!” She also observed that, occasionally, her father 

would tell her to “wash the dishes” or “learn to cook.” Though she was laughing while 

she said this – her father, indeed, had been like the rest of the family questioning his 

gender sensibilities since Emiliano’s time in the class – she added “and he’s kind of 

serious!” In a classroom discussion, Maya described in vivid and painful detail the 

gendered coming-of-age that was her quinceañera; upon this “initiation” into 

womanhood, she says, she felt expected to wear skirts and makeup. 

In my interview with Maya, however, we encountered the edges of her feminist 

politicization: I had asked Maya what “label” she would choose for herself, of the many 

possible identity markers (we were speaking largely of ethnicity at the time). She replied, 

“Chicana. Most people use it like it’s Mexican American, but I don’t see it like that... I 

see it as that I’m socially conscious and feminist.” As noted earlier, Maya had had a 

headstart on her SJEP peers by being a de facto part of what she has called the “social 

justice community” that included her brother and Kali, and thus had had an unusual 

amount of exposure to gender critiques born of the critical consciousness aims of the 

SJEP and Raza Studies curricula. Yet the end of Maya’s response was what proved 

striking: After making claim to her social consciousness and explicit feminism, both, 

Maya quickly went on to add, “I’m not saying I’m a full-on feminist, but...” 

Maya’s reluctance to call herself a “full-on feminist” appeared to manifest the 

limits of her current willingness towards gendered politicization; but so too, may it have 

– perhaps, even instead – reflected the limits of her understanding on the ideological and 

social significance of identifying as a “feminist.” In sum, these young women’s particular 
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forms of (and inherent limitations within) gendered conscientización evidenced emerging 

gender critiques, yet the sometimes overt resistance to taking such critiques past a certain 

point, particularly when these critiques implicated those closest to the young woman – 

namely, herself and her family. In Elsa’s case, for instance, bits and pieces of her 

personal story, over time, suggested that she was struggling with the fact that a more 

explicit gender critique and condemnation would implicate both she and her mom, who 

both still “loved” her abusive father, and remained in the same home with him. 

 These dissonances were evident not only within young women’s narratives and, 

and between narratives and their respective silences, but also in the ways that they at 

times presented forceful rebuttals of sexist tropes, and yet at others failed to recognize 

and name instances of gender-typing and sexism. Dolores, years after having graduated 

from high school, remembered and recounted to me an instance in which female students 

in her Raza Studies class collectively and forcefully rebuked some young men who were 

indiscriminately using the term “chicks.” Nonetheless, I documented a contrasting 

situation in my own classroom observations in 2008. Well into the fall semester, the class 

was engaged in a “social mapping” activity based on concepts drawn from Laurie Olsen’s 

Made in America: Immigrant Students in Our Public Schools.55 There was a great deal of 

discussion and lively debate around what the various cliques at Montañita should be 

called, and very little agreement about the name and constitution of each of these 

postulated groups. Yet on one group name, the class was in total agreement: there was 

clearly a group that should be named “sluts/ whores/ ho’s.” This group’s composition, 

moreover, was indisputably female: when, in a separate class conversation, a female 

                                                 
55 Olsen, Laurie. 1997. Made in America: Immigrant Students in Our Public Schools. New York: New 
Press. 
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project mentor asked the class if male students ever called each other “sluts,” the entire 

class laughed (a clear, if not explicitly verbalized, “no”). Thus female students at times 

confronted sexist language (“chicks”) and its purveyors, and at other times were, at the 

least, reluctant to explicitly label and critique it as such (labeling a category of female 

peers “sluts”). 

 

6.5  Mujeres and the Movimiento: From the Origins of Action to Sustained 
Commitment 
 

In the previous sections, I have described the experiences of female students as 

they moved into, in parallel with, or diverging from paths of gendered conscientización. 

These stories situate understandings of outward manifestations of activist orientation in 

the origins of the critical thinking and awareness that ultimately leads to those manifested 

actions. They also reveal, in some cases, the ways in which the mentoring of budding 

youth activists articulates with the complexities and nuances of these young women’s 

gendered identity to promote or constrain active participation. In this following section, I 

follow this path into an exploration of the gendered subjectivities, forms of participation, 

critiques, and paths of innovation of the young women continuing activists. 

Unlike the ambivalences so often documented in high school age female youth 

activists, the continuing activists evidenced some extremely strong and incisive gender 

critiques. Discouragingly, these gender critiques were not always well received, and the 

womens’ expanded awareness paradoxically, at times, threatened to curtail their very 

continuation in the movement. At other times, however, the women transformed their 

critiques into a renewed commitment to solidarity with, and action for, fellow women and 

younger girls. Throughout all of this, some fascinating and moving iterations of women’s 
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activism, constituted of and for the 21st century Chicana/o Movement – and with multiple 

significances for that Movement overall – emerged. 

I begin this section by highlighting the continued salience of the private/public 

binary in political experience and activist’s material and discursive spaces, and highlight 

within this the ways in which women are challenging conventional limits to both their 

forms of participation and their topics and deliveries of critique. I sketch the contours of 

one of the most unsettling challenges facing Tucson’s young women activists currently – 

the enforcement of gender-specific norms of personal behavior in social justice activist 

circles – and consider the significance of today’s new, and newly veiled, justifications of 

such decades-long disparities. In turning this eye back to the movements of the 1960s, I 

also revisit the newly articulated limitations of Cultural Nationalism and Critical Race 

Theory for capturing women’s experiences and supporting their particular forms of 

Chicanisma.  In conclusion, I draw some comprehensive conclusions on the ways in 

which challenges to women’s participation in today’s Chicanismo in Tucson are 

startlingly resonant of the ideological and practical challenges that confronted the women 

of the founding movements, and also point to some hopeful emergent observations on the 

unique and newly iterated potential of 21st century Chicana forms of engagement and 

action. 

 

6.5.1  On the Front Lines and in the Back Scenes: Paradoxes of Visibility and 
Legitimacy in Women’s Activist Labor 
 

The “front lines” and public face of a great deal of social movement work today 

in Tucson is indisputably female. A quick glance at popular media documentation of 

major social actions and protests of the last few years, alone, demonstrates this: Young 
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women are visible in interviews, in videos of protest leaders wielding bullhorns, in 

photos of arrests. Women are manifestly evident in the broadly public social actions from 

which they had heretofore been said to be largely excluded – earlier Chicanas’ 

participation in the 1960s-’70s Chicano movements notwithstanding. Yet, these young 

women’s visibility belies a deeply rooted contradiction in today’s Chicanismo, one which 

emerged in the 1960s, and continues today more subtly – the relegation of a 

disproportionate amount of women’s labor to the “back scenes” of the movimiento, along 

with lack of acknowledgement of such labor as critical to the overall goals and 

sustenance of the movement. 

This phenomenon, not new to feminist scholars of the historical Chicano 

movements, was documented incisively and eloquently by several of the continuing 

activists of my ethnography. In my 2011 interview with Kali, in which she was reflecting 

on her eight years of involvement, she first pointed out the paradox. What Kali described 

was a particularly poignant and ironic situation. She and a young woman colleague, who 

were in charge of a large portion of a social justice summer institute organized by a new 

youth activist group, JUNTOS, were giving a talk on feminism to the institute’s youth. 

About midway through this talk, two young women excused themselves from the talk in 

order to buy groceries and arrive back in time to cook the institute students’ lunch. 

Reflecting on this story, Kali pointed out, “If I cook all the food for the movement, I’m 

not going to be respected like if I was on the bullhorn, or on Channel 4. But they’re all 

necessary.” 

Kali’s story not only illustrated the vast amount of critical work that occurs 

“behind the scenes” of official movimiento activities, but also was suggestive of the 
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breadth of work characteristic of women’s organizing and activism. Jolene, in a separate 

interview, suggested that women are the “multitaskers” of activist work: describing the 

necessary integration of her roles as wife, new mother, student, and organizer/activist, 

Jolene said, 

It’s something going on that... women are just stepping up to the plate. They’re 
getting things done. And they’re working, and they’re going to school, and 
they’re having kids, and taking care of their families, and... they’re getting it 
done. They’re not going to wait for somebody to meet them there. 
 

Dolores concurred with the critical importance, and general de-legitimation, of female-

typed “behind-the-scenes” work: 

...Now I’m in the back scenes. And you know a lot of people don't know that 
when you’re in back scenes it is as difficult as in the front lines. Because when 
you’re in the back scenes, you know, you have to provide people with 
information, or at least provide yourself to teach others the information. 
 

At the same time that women are negotiating complex social roles and working within 

both the public and private realms of organizing and activist work, however, men are 

more likely to “show up and grab the mic” (Jolene’s phrasing). Believed many of these 

young women, “Guys get most of the attention most of the time – more than women do” 

(Dolores). Describing becoming co-chair of MEChA with a female colleague, apparently 

the first time that there had been two female co-chairs – the bylaws dictate a male-female 

pair – Jolene said: 

So we start, like, as women, we start to feel like men aren’t pulling their weight. 
Like, they just show up and want to have the mic, and they don’t contribute, so... 
So we were like, you know, “We’re gonna get... we’re gonna get shit done! We’re 
gonna use, like, our skills!” 

 
Dolores drew a similar conclusion about women’s capacity to “get shit done”: she 

commented that “women have a gift of organizing,” contrasting it with men’s “good 

speaking skills” (which, she hastened to add, women possessed too): 
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LS: [So] nowadays, with the young people that are involved in doing the protests, 
or this or that – do you think the way women are activists, or organizers, or 
whatever you call it, do you think they do it in a different way? 
 
Dolores: Yes, I do! (laughing) They do do it differently than guys do it.  
 
LS: How so, what makes it different? 
 
Dolores: I’ll give you an example. I don’t know if you know [names a young 
woman who was a well-known MEChA and community organizer]. Well, I 
always admired the way she would organize. She was one of the neatest 
organizers that I knew! Before she did something, she would actually look it up. 
She’d look it up, and then she would brainstorm... If a guy would be like, “What 
do I do?”, you just give him the sign and he’ll be like, “Ok!” Or give him a piece 
of paper and tell him what to say, or whatever... But I think girls are more – they 
have a gift of organizing. 
 
LS: Organizing people, or organizing...? 
 
Dolores: Everything! 
 
LS: You mean they’re more organized, or they’re good at getting people moving? 
 
Dolores: They’re everything – they’re both good at organizing and getting people 
together. And men are like... they’re good at talking, I’ll tell you that! 

 
These young women were close to their male counterparts, and it was evident across our 

conversations that, even in parallel with their various frustrations, they maintained a 

respect for the contributions of their male peers. Nonetheless, the women maintained a 

keen awareness of the gender-typing that continued today, as it did in the 1960s-1970’s 

movements, to operate in sometimes blatant, sometimes subtle ways – at best, rendering 

much of women’s work simply invisible., under-acknowledged 
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6.5.2  Resounding Silences and New Gritos: Women Giving Voice to the Unspoken 

Resounding Silences 
 
 In my discussion of female “voice” and “silence” in the classroom earlier in this 

chapter, I highlighted the gendered and cultural complexities of Chicana students’ self-

representation and discursive participation. At times, it became evident, girls were 

thought to be reticent or self-repressing, when in fact their ways of engaging in classroom 

conversation were simply different – recall the example of the young woman who 

pointed out that she, like her female peers, “like[d] to listen,” considering the 

conversation before contributing to it, while the boys were simply “talking back.” Girls’ 

classroom “silences,” thus – presumed to demonstrate inability or unwillingness to 

engage with particular forms of critique – could be seen to be, in fact, reflective of a lack 

of identification with either the topic or the mode of discursive engagement with that 

topic. Indeed, when women must compete to be heard in “masculine” discursive spaces, 

their voices might frequently go unheard. Such is the situation that several continuing 

activist women described to me vis-à-vis their participation in a local (largely adult) 

advisory board deeply involved in one front of local movimiento efforts. 

Kali and Jolene both had become deeply frustrated, and in fact had curtailed their 

involvement with overall movement efforts, upon the perceived dismissal of theirs and 

other women’s voices by this board. Kali, frustrated, explained that “The [organization’s 

name omitted] board is the only one that’s really representative, but even in those 

meetings, it’s the men talking talking talking...” Jolene, in a separate interview, agreed, 

saying that Emiliano was one of few men who noticed and acknowledged the silencing of 

women’s voices. These two outspoken women felt, quite literally, talked over. While the 
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board included two older women with long, well-known histories of local movimiento 

work, Kali explained that their voices, too, became sublimated to men's in board 

meetings. These two elder women ultimately responded in ways that, not coincidentally, 

epitomized the two principal ways in which Chicanas have historically responded to their 

overt and implicit denigration within movement discourse and action – via acquiescence, 

or resignation, to silencing practices; and via retirement from, or redefinition, of their 

movement involvement. The first, a local attorney, excused the men's behavior as 

inevitable and unaware. Likening these men to “brothers,” she explained that it was 

sometimes necessary to simply tolerate such behaviors:56 

LS: So what about [this board member, name omitted]? I can’t imagine her 
putting up with being talked over! 

 
Kali: No, they don’t talk over her, but... She makes all these excuses for them! 
She says, “oh, you know, they’re like my brothers... we’ve worked together so 
long...” 
 

The second woman, a university professor, angrily recused herself from the board, and 

recommitted to her movimiento efforts within the university setting, particularly including 

the support and mentorship of youth activists such as Jolene. Both Kali and Jolene 

pointed out that this overt domination of discursive spaces, when denied by men – or at 

the very least unrecognized and uninterrogated as such – has the consistently disastrous 

effect of dispossessing women activists. Ultimately, when I asked Kali if she thought the 

perception of women in relation to social justice organizing and activist work had 

                                                 
56 Note that I am describing here Kali’s perceptions of the older activists’ opinions and comments; I have 
no firsthand knowledge of this woman’s commentary or behavior vis-à-vis the men of the board in 
question, and do not suggest here to represent her comments accurately. I do seek here to accurately 
represent Kali’s understanding of the woman’s comments, actions, and motives, and the ways in which 
they influenced Kali’s own perceptions and actions. 
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changed between the 1960s and 2010s, she replied: “No! As a student, I thought women 

were respected; but now, as an adult, I feel like we’ve gotten nowhere.” 

 

Invoking La Chingona: Reclaiming Voice through Counter-hegemonic Discursive 
Practices 
 

If the elder women took one of two approaches – acquiescence to or absence from 

future male-dominated movimiento spaces – how did the young women respond? While 

continuing activist women responded to implicit and explicit silencing practices within 

movement work in various ways, some of which have already been described, one of the 

most evocative was “chingona” talk, described to me by Kali, in her 2011 interview. We 

had been discussing the role of Chicana literature when Kali invoked the concept of the 

chingona and related to me the following: 

Kali: Me and Lina, my best friend [also a highly involved activist], we’re kind of 
inappropriate... Like, we call each other chingona. 
 
LS: So, how would you define “chingona?” “Inappropriate?” 
 
Kali: No! (laughs) It’s more like, “Chicana badass.” A chingona would talk back 
– not in the bad sense of “talk back,” but literally, like not being talked over or 
down to. 

 
Kali went on to explain that she meant “inappropriate” not literally, but almost 

sarcastically – as in, the types of things she and Lina say shouldn’t be considered 

“inappropriate,” but are; or, at the least are considered startling, since they usually go 

unsaid by other women. 

Ultimately, Kali and Lina’s “chingona” talk was intended as a resounding critique 

of false borders and separations, as it drew the connection between social justice work 

and the activist’s holistic experience, and forced the discomfort of its unwilling audience. 
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Chingona talk further confronted the coerced silences of fellow activists as it challenged 

“male” versus “female” discursive practices. But chingona talk, for Kali and Lina, also 

moved past a challenge of “male”/“female” discursive practices into an interrogation of 

larger equations of “masculinity” and “femininity” themselves. In a Facebook post of 

2011, Kali wrote the following: 

me: “shit my truck won't start!” 
 
mom: “get those guys over there.” 
 
...then i check oil, put brake fluid, fill radiator, push truck across parking lot 
(solo!) hook up my own jump and the truck starts. 
 
me: “it just needed love.” 
 
mom: “you’re so butch.”  
 
me: “NO [mom’s name omitted] i’m a chingona.” ;) 
 

While I have discussed at much greater length in Chapter Five discursive practices of 

ethnic and activist identity expression and negotiation, chingona talk is a specifically 

gendered form of counterhegemonic expression that manifests creative new ways of 

speaking to power – without capitulating to “masculinist” ways of speaking or acting, and 

without sublimating one’s gendered interests to one’s commitment to ethnic solidarity, or 

vice-versa. 

 

New Gritos: Challenging the “Personal/Political” Dichotomy 

We might in fact consider chingona talk a form of “new grito” – a rallying cry for 

interrogation of gendered presumptions regarding women’s forms of discourse and 

involvement in the Chicano movements. Investigating discourse, in turn, requires us to 

turn our attention back to silences. Understanding these silences, finally, requires 
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developing a curious and keen approach to “hearing” interactions between and among 

students and youth activists, and between youth and their teachers or other mentors. 

I pointed out, earlier in this chapter, that female high school students were often 

deeply reticent with respect to particular topics of discussion and social critique (almost 

exclusively, these were gender-specific topics). Along with this, girls were often reluctant 

to give voice to the personal implications of their emergent social critiques – particularly 

with respect to gender roles and gendered disparities. When I spoke with the continuing 

activists, it became strikingly evident that these female students might have been picking 

up on a powerful, if implicit, discouragement of precisely such personalization of 

“political” topics. While I have highlighted the vigorous and important feminist scholarly 

critique of the “public/ private” divide in social justice organizing and activism, 

continuing activist women described a reinforcement of precisely such a “personal” 

versus ”political” boundary. Their critique invoked the strongly discrediting messages 

received from peers and leaders (usually male, but sometimes female) when they and 

their female peers attempted to dissolve the fictive borders between the self and the larger 

social justice community within official spaces of Movement discourse and organizing. 

Most frequently, these attempted erasures of the boundary between the “self” and the 

larger “community of consciousness,” or the “private” and the “public,” occurred in 

relation to topics of home and family. These women activists described being censured 

by peers for bringing into “social justice spaces” their personal struggles with partners, 

children, and other relational issues. 

This type of silencing, more subtle than the literal silencing that occurs when men 

“talk over” women – both literally and figuratively – occurs via the defining and guarding 
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of the perimeters of “appropriate” discourse. The unfortunate phenomenon has been 

evidenced in other contemporary activist organizations. In Revilla’s important work, she 

quotes a young member of the feminist collective “Raza Womyn” at UCLA as saying 

(2004:84): 

And I think that a lot of the organizations that we’ve all once been a part of, and 
had to leave for one reason or another, who talk a lot of revolution talk, are 
exactly the people who are hurting us and are doing the things that are pushing us 
down and silencing us... 

 
This sentiment was expressed repeatedly, and often in much stronger language, in my 

interviews with continuing activists. In our 2011 interview, Kali was discussing with me 

the ways in which she felt women were forced to sublimate their difficulties within the 

home and family, and to temper the gendered critiques that sometimes arose from such 

difficulties, even while being encouraged to sharpen their broader social critiques in 

service of the movimiento. I responded by asking her the following: 

LS: Do you think there’s a public/private divide in women as much as men? 
 
Kali: The issues we have as women, as mothers, as wives – what if we were to 
talk about that out in the open the way we do with [names a currently high-pitch 
topic of local activism]?! We should talk about these in social justice spaces, but 
instead we suck it in, and talk about it when we’re drunk... 

 
Note here that Kali was speaking quite literally about “talk[ing] about it when we’re 

drunk”; she had earlier described to me the frequency with which she observed female 

peers self-silencing in official movimiento spaces – including, notably, “talking circles” 

purportedly designed to encourage free dialogue – and then being approached by these 

same women later, drunk or encouraged by the privacy of the one-on-one space, the 

women disclosing their personal and often painful stories. Later in the same interview, 

Kali forcefully commented: 
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Our mental and behavioral health, we never talk about. For a lot of us, we never 
talk about ourself at all. These issues should be in the forefront of the Movement 
as much as other issues... [but] we don’t want to make other people 
“uncomfortable,” so we are sub-human... 
 

Jolene was similarly strongly worded in her recrimination of such reinforcements of 

private/public binaries: “We can’t just keep being reactive – it becomes a mental health 

thing. We’re suffering from depression.” 

Dolores, finally, shared her own story – something that, as we will see, she would 

have been unlikely to do a few years previous: 

LS: So, I know Kim has said a lot of times that the women could support each 
other better, but a lot of times they’re not able to talk about things that are really 
personal...  
 
Dolores: Yeah 
 
LS: ...like women are afraid to talk with each other about things that are really 
hard, or difficult. Do you have an opinion about that? 
 
Dolores: I do. I do see that a lot. Like for me, for example, for the longest time I 
kept myself isolated from that, from other people. 
 
LS: From talking to other people...? 
 
Dolores: From telling people about my life ... Like, [Movement people] didn’t 
even know I had a boyfriend, so when I got pregnant,, it was like, “What!, how 
did you get pregnant?,” or “Who got you pregnant?” I think that sometimes, you 
know, girls don’t want to talk about their personal lives because they’ll probably 
be judged differently. 
 
LS: Differently than guys? 
 
Dolores: Yeah. Or like, sometimes if they, they’ll think they’re not a good role 
model, or a good person to do that job, or to organize a group of teenagers, or 
children – or adults for that. So, I always kept my personal issues with me, and 
my organization a whole different thing. 
 
LS: What would be those things that would make people think that a young 
woman shouldn’t be around? 
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Dolores: Well, for example, being pregnant and not getting married. You know, 
that’s just an example. And it did happen to me! That’s just one example. 

 

6.5.3  “Ni Santas Ni Putas”: Confronting Tropes of Female Behavior within the 
Movimiento, from La Virgen to La Malinche 
 

Several months into the writing of this dissertation, I noticed one day that Kali 

had changed her Facebook “profile” picture to an image from the 1960s: A young 

Chicana woman, cigarette dangling from her lips, held a placard that read, “Ni Santas Ni 

Putas.”57 A string of appreciative comments from Kali’s fellow activist friends followed 

the post. The timing of the post was not a coincidence – I was later to learn that some 

intense challenges to Kali’s commitment to continue with her social justice organization 

had arisen around this time, stemming from disparagement of her and some female 

colleagues’ personal choices and behaviors. What follows is a discussion of the ways in 

which continuing activist women found that it was not only their types and manners of 

speech that were sometimes discredited within movimiento spaces, but also, at times, 

dimensions of their personal behavior. In a striking and unfortunate irony, Kali’s story 

revealed that while women are strongly discouraged from bringing their private concerns 

into social justice organizing spaces, their personal behavioral choices seem to be a 

legitimate subject of attention and admonishment in these same spaces. 

Kali described to me the unfortunate advent of two sexual assaults within the 

local58 “social justice community,” both occurring around the same time, and in social 

contexts in which many of the youth had been drinking. Following these assaults, the 

activist community was of divided opinion regarding how to respond. The ultimate 

departure of opinion within the community regarded whether drinking should be 

                                                 
57 “Neither saints nor whores” 
58 One of these assaults apparently included visiting activists from another state. 
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condemned, with some believing that the assaults were attributable to alcohol, and with 

others disputing that all activists (or, specifically, those of age) should be required to 

abstain. Kali pointed out several deeply problematic aspects of the debate, however. She 

noted that, first of all, the attribution of the sexual assaults to alcohol was being 

discursively linked, within the communities’ discussions, to the women’s (victims’) 

inebriation at the time of the assaults. While the men had been drinking, too, the common 

concern seemed to be what might happen to women if they continued to drink, and how 

future assaults could be prevented through women’s abstention. When Kali was 

subsequently chastised for drinking socially, she pointed out that the male youth and 

leaders, both, also continued to drink and were not condemned. 

This double-standard is a familiar one to feminists, who have long recognized that 

sexual mores continue to be deeply hypocritical with respect to women versus men, and 

that sexual assaults continue to be hypocritically attributed to women’s behaviors or 

choices – even by “well meaning” commentators. As, or more, troubling within the 

Chicano Movement, however, is the second problematic that Kali described: the exposure 

of women’s personal choices and behaviors to public scrutiny within the movimiento, 

while men’s choices and behaviors are not similarly scrutinized. Such scrutiny is 

accompanied by the holding of these women to specific, elevated, gender-linked 

standards of behavior. Kali explained that the reprimand that women refrain from 

drinking was legitimated by the contention that “women are the face of the Movement; 

you’re working with youth.” Thus women, it was suggested, must embody certain norms 

and outward displays of “appropriate” behavior distinct from, and of a higher moral 

caliber than, men’s. 
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The perpetuation of this double-standard for Chicanas in activist and organizing 

work reveals that troublingly little has changed, in some regards, since the 1960s 

movements. During those foundational movements, as illustrated in earlier sections of 

this chapter, women’s behavior – even within the subversive realm of formal and 

informal Movement activities – was subject to intense scrutiny for seeming deviation 

from normative female involvement, and normative female behavior overall. Even as 

Chicanas’ involvement was implicitly considered (by men) to fundamentally involve 

sexual subservience to the men of the Movement, so too did it need to be explicitly 

“pure” or “virginal” – de-sexualized in the public realm. Nieto-Gómez and Dicochea 

illustrated the historical tenaciousness of these tropes of “appropriate” Mexican female-

ness: 

In our culture we happen to say “la mujer buena” [the good woman] and “la mujer 
mala” [the bad woman]. And if you're active in Raza Unida,59 you're suspected of 
being la mujer mala, and in order to prove that you're not, you have to live the life 
of a nun. Well, I say the life of a nun is oppressive. “La buena mujer” and “la 
mala mujer” are historical ideas that came from the colonization of the people in 
Mexico. (Nieto-Gómez 1971:9; my translations) 
 

Elaborating on Nieto-Gómez’s assertions, Dicochea (2004:81) posits that, 

Spanish colonization led to the transformation of the image of Tonantzin, the 
precolonial goddess of life and death, into La Virgen de Guadalupe. Early 
Chicana writers argued that this new manifestation of Tonantzin has had a lasting 
impact on all women of Mexican heritage who are expected to be pure, passive, 
and self-sacrificing. 
 

Both Nieto-Gómez and Dicochea draw explicit connections between the literal, politico-

historical colonization of Mexico and the figurative “colonization” of women that has for 

centuries occurred via the unmitigated reproduction of sexist and sexualized tropes of 

femininity. 

                                                 
59 La Raza Unida, a Chicana/o self-interest group founded in the early 1960s in Texas, organized largely to 
get Chicanos into public office.. 
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Such tropes and selective values continue to be evidenced in today’s movimiento, 

despite the incisive and thorough interrogation of such gender-typed “values” by earlier 

generations of Chicana scholars such as Nieto-Gómez and Dicochea. What may indeed 

have changed since the 1960s is the subtlety of coercive expressions: Imploring women 

to “protect themselves,” and the movimiento, by refraining from drinking – as this 

example’s male leaders did – may appear to be an expression of caring (and indeed, both 

Kali and Jolene said that some men suggested that this recommendation came from their 

roles as movement elders and mentors, rather than as men). In Chapter 4, I have 

discussed the important role of teachers’ and mentors’ “caring” (Valenzuela 1999) in 

students’ school engagement and achievement, and the critical role that mentor and peer 

“caring” plays in the practical and symbolic communal integration of youth with each 

other and with larger communities and movements. But in the gender specificity of these 

male teachers’ and mentors’ requirements for young activist women’s behavior, there is 

manifest the echoes of a historical sexism essentialized in such types as La Malinche and 

La Virgen. When I asked Jolene if she thought any parallels obtained with the 1960s 

movements, with which she was intimately familiar through her studies, she said 

explicitly: “There are lots of similarities with the 1960s movements; it’s just that 

[gendered disparities] are more covert now.” Rather than being articulated in the harshest 

terms, in other words – those of “traitor” or “whore” – the concern is now evidenced in 

the seemingly benevolent, but insidious, configurations of “concern” and “caring.” 
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6.5.4  The Limits of Cultural Nationalism and Critical Race Theory for 
Acknowledging the Chicana within Chicanismo 
 
 In the introductory sections of this chapter, I discussed the extensive ways in 

which Chicana scholars have critiqued cultural nationalism as an organizing principle of 

Chicanismo, and the ways in which the collapsing of categories of experience inherent to 

cultural nationalism – including the denial of disempowerment linked to gender, sexual 

orientation, and other identity categories beyond race/ethnicity – essentially leaves the 

Chicana out of Chicanismo. I argue here that this dynamic continues to obtain in the 

current movimiento in Tucson, though now in more subtle ways. I also argue that Critical 

Race Theory (CRT), which has been an important component of the SJEP paradigm, 

reproduces the same erasing principles as does cultural nationalism, when un-self 

consciously applied as an organizing principle. In other words, like the unifying theme of 

cultural nationalism in the original Chicano movements, the SJEP’s unifying theme of 

racism in schooling has not only obscured gender-specific experience and oppression for 

Chicana students, but has also delimited the terms with which it can be expressed and 

addressed. Interestingly, and perhaps hopefully, the disparity arising from use of the CRT 

paradigm could itself be remedied through a more self-conscious application of the 

theory. After describing the women activist’s difficulties with cultural nationalism and 

CRT in the following, I will explain this contention in more depth. 

 When discussing the explicit and implicit silencing that they felt they 

experienced, the women often described perceiving that certain topics of discussion and 

critique were deemed inappropriate by male leaders and male and female peers, both 

(though Kali’s stories about women’s confessions to her, in private, suggest that these 

young women’s censure may have been a reproduction of dominant, “masculinist” 
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parameters of discourse). When such censure occurs, the implication is that certain topics 

take first priority in movement organizing, action and discourse – in this case, those 

topics had to do with race- and ethnicity-based struggles. While prioritizing struggles is 

critical to any movement’s aims, of course, the problematic described by young women 

occurred in, (1) male leaders’ failure to attribute credibility and validity to women’s 

distinct approaches to organizing and activism – which may include re-ordering of 

priorities, or new tactics for addressing them; (2) the lack of importance ascribed, by 

male leaders, to gender and other categories of oppression as pointed out by the women; 

and (3) the male leaders’ lack of self-awareness and self-interrogation with respect to 

their own male privilege as they operated both independent of, and in relationship with, 

race- or ethnicity-based struggles. 

Jolene’s frustrations with the latter component of this dynamic were encapsulated 

in her description of a male leader’s apparently bemused comment, “I don’t understand 

[name omitted] because my wife is not a feminist.”60 While this leader’s comment may 

have been one of genuine confusion, Jolene did not take it as such: Because this leader 

helps to guide a local movement segment grounded in critical awareness of and dis-

identification with oppressive privilege, she interpreted his comment as purposively 

ignorant, and, thus, denigrating to the struggles of female activists like herself and the 

young woman cited to include gender in the larger social justice dialogue. 

 As described in the first two points above, it is not only the topics and modes of 

discourse that can become circumscribed, it is also forms of collective expression and 

                                                 
60 As in footnote 10, I do not attempt here to accurately represent this leader’s comments; just Kali’s 
representation and interpretation of them, and the ways in which they informed her ideas and responses. 
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action. Already several years into her college career when I interviewed her in 2011, Kali 

related to me: 

Kali: I’ve had a problem for a while with the race-based and gender stuff... there 
are no intersections. Those don’t happen until college [curriculum]. 

 
LS: What do you mean by “race-based and gender...intersections”...? 

 
Kali: The SJEP curriculum is race-based and male-centric: “How do we win by 
any means necessary?” Decisions aren’t made by representative bodies ... These 
grown men ... who do not raise children, are determining the movement. It’s a 
throwback to the 1960s. [Note that by “raising children” here Kali clarifies that 
she means the hands-on, day-to-day work, since she later indicates that most of 
the men she is discussing have children.] 
 

While the emergence of CRT was prompted by scholars of color, CRT developed as a 

field of study and analytical paradigm through white scholars’ interrogation of their own 

privilege. Just as Freire (1970) maintained that the oppressor must be the one to begin the 

subversion of oppression by acknowledging the ways in which his own unconscious 

access to and utilization of power and privilege contribute to the oppression of others, so 

too did white scholars begin to interrogate the source and manifestations of their own 

white privilege. Yet even CRT scholarship has evolved quickly, in response to feminists 

and others, who pointed out that all was not reducible to race, and that an over-heavy 

focus on race threatened to render invisible other categories of differential experience and 

power – including gender (and, closely related, sexual orientation). 

Thus, some of the best CRT scholarship has argued – just like Chicana scholars 

have argued, within the scholarship of Chicanismo, for decades – that experiences must 

be understood as articulations between multiple completing or complementary forces, 

and subjectivities the sum and negotiation of multiple categories of experience. In this 

spirit, in response to the critiques that the young women activists raised, male leaders 
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might have more incisively and authentically recognized and dis-identified with their 

own male privilege; instead, they reoriented official discourse to the categories of race 

and ethnicity while claiming ignorance of “feminism” and “feminists,” thereby 

discrediting the women’s concerns and critiques, along with the significance of gendered 

topics and modes of discourse overall. 

In my time in the classroom, I observed the roots of this phenomenon, which I 

hesitate to attribute to educators, but do suggest obtains, again, from the broad application 

of CRT theory without recognizing its limitations and correctives. I was in the classroom 

in 2008 when arose a serious and contemplative classroom discussion of racism within 

the institution of the school, including its myriad origins and effects at Montañita, 

specifically. Students turned to a discussion of racist comments by school teachers and 

faculty. A young man brought up the example of a specific female administrator in the 

main office by saying, “Oh yeah, that new chick in the office...” Several students knew 

exactly who this young man was referring to, and the conversation continued animatedly 

about this particular woman’s varied comments and actions. Tellingly, no student pointed 

out or protested the casual use of the term “chick” to refer to the administrator. This 

failure to identify sexist terminology was all the more striking given that the term was 

utilized within the context of a race-based critique of racially and ethnically motivated 

denigration. I have discussed earlier in this chapter that the same term became the subject 

of a strong, collective classroom critique recounted by a continuing activist. Yet, in the 

context of this race-based analysis of power and disparity in the school, not one student 

pointed out or objected to use of the term. The students’ race-based critique came in fact 
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to be developed, in part, through the unquestioned reproduction of sexist tropes and 

terminology. 

 

6.5.5  Reconsidering and Recasting “Revolution” 

 In a classroom exchange in 2008, Mr. Clemente asked the class what the work of 

their group projects was meant to do, in the collective. A young man replied, “[We’re] 

starting a movement!” When Mr. Clemente challenged this young man, “Starting a 

movement?”, implying that perhaps the students’ work was building on earlier actions 

and accomplishments within Chicano history, the student faltered a bit but remained 

convinced, “Well, what we’re doing here is different...” While this type of exchange, 

around the explicit use and ideology of the term “revolution,” was not common in any of 

the four years that I observed SJEP/ Raza Studies cohorts, what is nonetheless significant 

is that, in poring over my notes from those four years, I have no evidence of young 

women ever explicitly using the term. This certainly does not mean that young women 

did not hope or believe that they were part of a revolution of sorts – whether wholly new, 

or a new front of an older movement; but it does suggest that the transformation imagined 

by female students and continuing activists was of a character, and denoted by a 

terminology, that was quite different. Indeed, in Revilla’s study of Chicana (self-

identified as “Raza”) women activists and peer educators (2004:89), she explained: 

[T]he phrase “re-constructing revolution” was adopted by the group. It was a 
direct challenge to the Chicano Movement that espoused calls for revolution 
(equated with racial and class justice), but ignored issues of gender and sexuality. 
During a focus group interview, I asked what “re-constructing revolution” meant. 
One woman answered: “Revolution is not about creating a revolution or 
deconstructing the old revolution, but it is our own movement toward ourselves 
and toward social justice, we are reconstructing revolution. It is revolution when 
you start becoming a woman who speaks for yourself. It is real when you’re 
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making real changes in your life or affecting other people and when your 
organization is changing people’s lives. When you create a space that has never 
existed, like the space we created in Raza Womyn, to talk about the real situation 
and to create empowerment.” (my emphasis) 

 
Revilla continues, 
 

The age-old call for “revolution” was called to task by members of Raza Womyn 
as they recognized the contradictions of early activists who claimed to be 
revolutionaries or to want revolutionary social change, but who nevertheless 
maintained oppressive dynamics of patriarchy, imperialism, and homophobia. 
They rejected this vision of revolution and called for a “re-construction” of 
revolution, a Chicana/Latina/Queer/Feminist revolution. 

 
Within the example of the Raza Womyn, Revilla importantly points out that aversion to 

the term “revolution” by the women activists was not attributable in any way to their lack 

of refined and powerful critique of larger social forces; on the contrary, the women were 

attuned to a vastly broader range of disparities, arguably, than were their (male) forbears 

calling for “revolution” while ignoring the power differentials of which they were 

beneficiaries. Cases such as these are suggestive of the ways in which arise 

misunderstanding of the truly transformative potential of women’s activism can 

characterize social movements, stemming from not only its sometimes differing – and 

often less-visible iterations – but also to its sometimes equally differing terminologies.  

 

6.5.6  New Ways Forward for Chicana Organizing and Action 
 
The Role of Collectivity: New Organizing Principles of “Muxerista” Pedagogy and 
Activism 
 

Women community organizers' perspectives and practices make them leaders in 
bringing the "community" to "community organizing." (Erbaugh 2002) 

Following Kingfisher (1996), Erbaugh has suggested that not only are “group 

interactions an important site for the construction of the shared meanings which drive 
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collective action,” but also that women’s social critiques are more acute when articulated 

in a group context – within an organization, or more informal collective, for instance. So 

too do collective participation and critique strongly inform and influence these women’s 

social action sensibilities. In her own study of Chicana “muxerista” activists at UCLA,61 

Revilla (2004:89) documented this intense dedication to organizing and action both by, 

and on the behalf of, the collective: 

When I asked the mujeres, who came up with the theme “re-constructing 
revolution,” they answered, “we all did.” Even when I insisted that there must 
have been one person who had the original idea, they maintained that the 
collective group had come up with the idea together. I did not realize how true 
this was until I participated in the meetings during which the annual conference 
themes were decided ... Indeed, several different ideas are brainstormed and they 
are pieced together to create one theme. It is especially during these meetings that 
I have witnessed Muxerista pedagogy in practice. 

 
Jolene commented on the importance of “community” as tripartite: (1) a source of 

identity that draws one into collectivity; (2) the most effective and powerful locus of 

organizing work; and (3) the critical beneficiary of collective action, or activism: 

Jolene: ... [A]nd I was talking about community, and why community’s so 
important... 

 
LS: Why is community so important? 

 
Jolene: Just, I guess, for identity purposes.... 

 
LS: So what would you call your- When you think of your “community,” how 
would you describe it? Are there different levels of “community”? 

 
Jolene: Yeah, probably different, but the one I guess I most related to is people 
that have like... similar values, right? I guess the same circles where we’re doing 
work, right? Like fighting for social justice – whatever you call that – but they say 
it. That’s who I consider my “community,” in that sense. And then I have just, 
like, families that are Spanish-speaking, right?, that I see in, like, my community. 
And then also, um, even Spanish-speaking churches, in that sense. 
 

                                                 
61 The University of California, Los Angeles. 
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Later in my interview with Jolene, in describing her literal and metaphoric “coming 

home” – from Alabama to Tucson, and from monolithic “American”-ness to a full 

awareness and appreciation of her multifaceted ethnic and gendered self, midway through 

college – Jolene mused: 

It was beautiful for me to come back and be like, “there’s so many different 
struggles” going on, and that we could participate ... Like, [two groups, names 
omitted]: um, that they would call us and ask us to be there, right? That they 
would ask us for our presence: can we put – can we be a part of the press 
conference; can we send people. Or like [another activist group, name omitted], 
too, they would call us up – “Can you have a presence? Can you help us table?” ... 
It was a really good thing to me, that collaboration. 
 

Of course, I have argued in Chapter Four that the development of collective approaches 

and sentiments was fundamental to the eventual collective accomplishments and 

individual paths of conscientización in at least the first cohort of the SJEP. This first 

cohort could be understood as a “community of practice” in its original sense (Lave & 

Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998), in which the collective is organized around common goals, 

and with the intent of sharing skills and ideas. I argued in the context of the first SJEP 

cohort, however, that the terminology of “carnalismo” more fully captured the 

phenomenon of collective identification and mobilization as it moved past the 

instrumental purposes of “communities of practice” to a collectivity grounded in a deeper 

sense of shared purpose, organized around a shared sense of identity, and articulated in 

part through personal – and universalizable – stories. 

What I heard in young women activists’ interviews shared much in common with 

all of these elements of collectivity formation and carnalismo in the first SJEP cohort. 

However, I also observed in the young women’s interviews something both quantitatively 

and qualitatively beyond this. By “quantitatively different,” I mean that the frequency of 
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references to the “collective,” or “collaboration,” by women was suggestive of a broadly 

shared concern that may or may not obtain across male-dominated or mixed-gender 

organizing and activist spaces and discourses.62 More importantly, the “qualitative 

differences” that I observed included two main features, (1) The attribution of full 

organizing and activist potential to the development of both goals and approaches within 

the collective, collaborative framework; and, (2) As discussed at length in a previous 

section, an unrelenting call for the dissolution of false, or imposed borders, between the 

“self” and the “collective,” such that the pursuit of social justice by the collective 

supports, rather than supersedes, the individuals’ pursuit of justice and equity in her own 

life. 

Whether we understand this call to collectivity and collaboration in all aspects of 

organizing and activism to be characteristically “female” or not, it nonetheless does help 

us, very simply, to recognize and identify collective mobilizations and individual 

iterations of “activist” engagement that heretofore have gone unnoticed, and have thus 

remained disparate from each other and only loosely – if at all – utilized in the service of 

a larger movement (whether these actions and orientations are evidenced by women, 

men, or both). Additionally, if broader ethnographic work reveals my suggestions about 

the qualitatively and quantitatively different nature of some “female” activism to be 

accurate, the recognition may in fact serve as another corrective to the long-running 

contention that women’s organizing and activist work does not take place as commonly, 

or as forcefully, in the public realm as it does in the “private.” We might come to 

                                                 
62 Unfortunately, my data do not allow for first-hand comparisons of characteristically “male” and “female” 
activist organizations and collectives. I seek here, therefore, to fully represent the women’s motives, 
approaches and principles but can only suggest – beyond what the women themselves have described to me 
– the differences that may obtain with male-dominated or mixed-gender principles of collectivity. 
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understand, rather, that communal identities and actions have simply been woefully 

underrecognized and undertheorized as impetuses and effects of conscientización. 

 

My Sisters, My Carnalas: Creating Female Lineages of Knowledge and Action 

Reminiscent of the earlier presented peer education narratives across genders, 

many of the young women spoke about education and mentorship of their peers and 

family members as a fundamental part of their social justice involvement. Moreover, 

however, many of these women discussed the specific mentorship of younger girls, as 

well as female peers, as deeply important to them and the continuation of their social 

justice goals. Several of the women described talking to younger sisters about the Raza 

Studies/ SJEP classes, and getting them involved. Towards the end of our interview in 

2011, Allison was summing up some of her deepest motives and goals, and explained: 

I want to be a role model – I want to be a role model for my little sister. I want to 
give her all the knowledge that I can, so she can have it a little bit more easy, and 
for her children to have it a little bit more easier... for my children to have it a 
little bit more easier. 
 

Xochitl and Allison both, like Kali and others before them, had been committed to 

involving their younger sisters – specifically – in social justice education and work. But 

the concept of involving and supporting a social justice “sisterhood” also, at times, went 

beyond the literal, into the symbolic realm: 

LS: So what keeps you going, through all of this [the drama, the difficulties]? 
 
Kali: My relationship with other women, especially younger women - they’re my 
“younger sisters.” 

 
Dolores, similarly, called her fellow mothers within the social justice work, specifically, 

her “sisters”: “the ... mothers, now, within the social justice movement – we’re like 
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sisters. We’re all family.” While Stanton-Salazar and Spina (2005) have discussed the 

significant role of “fictive kinship” in Mexican-descent high schoolers’ establishment of 

socially and emotionally instrumental peer networks, these young women evoke their 

“sisterhood” in terms of not only intimate quotidian interactions but also its explicitly 

political functions: they are confronting race- and ethnicity-based injustice while 

implicitly acknowledging gendered injustice, putting creative effort into female-peer 

support and solidarity-building. Indeed, Allison uses the term “carnalas” to refer to this 

same “sisterhood” of women. 

 In their commitment to not only peer education, but specifically to the support and 

development of what we might call new “female lineages” within the movimiento, these 

young women are putting their critiques into action. They are in various ways bypassing 

male-dominated discursive and practical spaces and the challenges inherent to them by 

committing themselves directly to the education and mentorship of younger generations 

of women, their carnalas. In this way, they are subtly but powerfully manifesting 

counterhegemonic practices by continuing the overall aims and actions of the Movement 

both within, beyond – and sometimes in contradistinction to – the official spaces and 

discourses of Movement activity. These women are, moreover, conducting such 

education and mentorship in ways that reflect their deeply held concerns regarding the 

transparency and involvement of the “whole” self in social justice work, a topic that 

received a great deal of attention from the “mother-activists” I describe in the following, 

and last, section of this chapter. 
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6.6  Beyond “The Personal is Political”: Mother-Activists of the Movimiento 
 

In this final section of the chapter, I discuss the unique iteration of women’s 

organizing and action that is what I call “mother-activism.” This category of women’s 

activism was born, among the mother-activists of my ethnography, from the convergence 

of their new motherhood with previous activist involvement, and resulted in qualitatively 

new forms of engagement with the topics and modes of Chicana/o activism. There are but 

a few investigations of Chicana mothers’ activism in the literature of Chicana/o activism, 

and those that do exist present a rich and intriguing look at the process of 

conscientizacion among Chicana (and other Latina) mothers when they become involved 

in political and communal action around the conditions of their children’s schooling and 

health (Fuentes 2009; Pardo 1990). These studies explore, specifically, the ways in which 

Chicana mother-activists functionally integrate their activism in the public, politicized 

sphere with culturally normative Mexican mothering norms as “traditionally” enacted in 

the private sphere. Others have documented the shifts in types of engagement that 

characterize new motherhood among low-income women and women of color in social 

movements and community organizing; these women have been said to most typically 

turn their activism to the contexts and topics of the home sphere, and/or to adapt their 

forms of organizing to the home or local community scale (Lee 2007) – often in a non-

explicitly political way, and in a direct response to the opposing pressures of domestic 

and communal responsibility. 

In a larger context, compelling sociological and anthropological research has 

examined the power and pain of Argentinean (Bejarano 2002; Bosco 2004, 2006), 

Mexican and Salvadoran (Bejarano 2002) mothers who organized to protest government-
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effected disappearances broadly, and to demand explanations for their own (adult) 

children's disappearances, specifically. Some other literatures have demonstrated the key 

role that identity as “mother” has in the catalyzing of certain forms of activism (Cully and 

Angelique 2003; Neuhouser 1998). Like the activist mothers described in the 

aforementioned literature, within the U.S. context of women of color, these mothers 

became involved in politicized work out of the sheer necessity of using their voice to 

speak for their now-voiceless, or otherwise multiply disempowered children. And like the 

U.S. examples (in particular, see Fuentes 2009), many of these women came to identify 

more broadly as “mothers” of the community through their involvement, their activist 

work continuing well past initial involvement, including sometimes past their own 

children's childhoods. 

What has been scarcely examined in historical and ethnographic accounts to date, 

however, has been an exploration of motherhood as not only impetus for but subjectivity 

within mother-activists’ involvement. Insufficiently explored have been the ways in 

which mother-activists’ identities as mothers inform their involvement in activist-

projects, including – importantly – those that do not explicitly relate to their own, or 

others’, children. These women, who I call “mother-activists,” demonstrate a 

qualitatively different and profoundly compelling portrait of female activism, organizing, 

and leadership.63 While “activist mothers” came to be involved in activism on behalf of 

their children, and motherhood thus provided the gateway and motivation, both, for 

involvement, the mother-activists of my study experienced motherhood as a new 

                                                 
63 I invert the more commonly used concept and terminology of “activist mothering” (Naples 1992) here 
with “mother-activists,” which foregrounds the equal and mutually informing significance of these 
womens’ roles and mothers and activists. Their activism was not born, as is “activist mothers’,” of their 
motherhood itself; rather, motherhood and activism were mutually constitutive components of these 
women’s identities, with activism in all cases preceding motherhood. 
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dimension through which to understand and continue with their social justice work, 

previously well developed. I thus invert the concept and terminology of “activist 

mothering” (Naples 1992) here with “mother-activists,” foregrounding the equal and 

mutually informing significance of these women’s roles and mothers and activists. 

These mother-activists’ perspectives and orientations toward social justice 

involvement are in many ways similar to those of their non-mother social justice 

“sisters”; yet in many ways, their perspectives and orientations, both, reflect a profound 

and intriguing departure from those of their non-mother carnalas. Motherhood essentially 

catalyzed new understandings and new descriptions of the continuing conscientización 

process – new orientations toward, and degrees, of critical consciousness that reflected 

the deeply personal and profound nature of motherhood’s shift in women’s lifeworlds. 

Such shifts occurred first through the reorientation of mothers to their womanhood, or 

femininity, and thereafter through their broadened sense of social responsibility, which 

included all young people (“like they were your own children”). This intensification of a 

sense of social responsibility was described in terms evocative of a deeper ethic, and was 

accompanied by mother-activists’ expressed commitment to holism in their social justice 

work and mentorship. Finally, the creative power manifested in and symbolized by these 

mother-activists’ children articulated in complex ways with their notions of, and 

orientations towards, power writ large, and found its expression in a common call 

towards the “creation” of a sustainable movement built upon a building-up, rather than a 

breaking-down (or, as Jolene put it, moving “beyond fighting, [to] creating....”). 
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6.6.1  Motherhood and New Feminisms 

The life stage of childbearing and mothering have, with rare exceptions, 64 

traditionally been associated with the reintensification of the public (male)/ private 

(female) divide, reifying a system that asserted that the public sphere of activism was a 

masculine space – even for women participating in it, who were forced to adopt 

masculinist orientations and discourses. Some of the women of my ethnography, indeed, 

recall feeling that they had at some point needed to adopt a masculinist approach or 

identification in their activist work; or had, at the very least, been perceived as 

“masculine” with respect to their dawning social consciousness and incipient action. Kali 

said, “My mom called me ‘butch’, ‘militant’ – she asked me on multiple, multiple 

occasions if I was gay! She said, ‘you’re so angry, like your dad!’.” Kali confirmed that 

she had, in fact, at times identified with her dad during this epoch (though he had been 

largely absent from her life); she describes being turned off by what she perceived to be 

her mom’s hyper-femininity. 

Yet, after her daughter was born when Kali was twenty-two, Kali’s relationship 

with her own femininity transformed, and part and parcel with it her dispositions toward 

the social justice work itself: 

LS: How did your relationship to the organizing work change when you became a 
mother? 
 
Kali: It changed full-circle, it’s completely different! Before, I was close to Mr. 
Licona, Mr. Ibañez, Mr. Molina, and Mr. Ortiz – my role models were men. I 
think I was very masculine... I didn’t hug or kiss... I wanted to get stuff done! You 
know, like how Omar [a project mentor from the district office] for example is 
that way, he’s... [makes chopping hand gesture]! 

 

                                                 
64 Two notable exceptions included Dolores Huerta and Helen Chavez, who sometimes brought their 
children with them to events (cf. Rose date). Yet note that both had husbands deeply involved with the 
same causes. This is not always the case for the mother-activists of my study. 
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Later, she expands on this shift: 

I’ve had to learn how to be patient, and to be humble, because I have a toddler 
with me [at protests and various other social actions]. It’s made me a better person 
– I have more patience. 

 
Kali’s shift in consciousness changed her relationship with the social justice work 

through the transformation of her overall feminist consciousness. Jolene’s story was 

similar. Jolene, too, had struggled to feel at home in her femininity in her high school 

years: “I hated being a woman!”, she had confided. 

When the false divide between the “public” and “private” is collapsed, as when 

the highly involved women activists of my ethnography forcefully brought their roles as 

mothers into the topics and tactics of social justice activism, there was a self-described 

validation by women activists of their womanhood. Instead of reinforcing the separation 

between the “masculine” sphere of the “public” and the “feminine” sphere of the 

“private” in social movements, as has most frequently been documented of the 

experience of Chicana activists and organizers, giving birth brought the mother-activists 

of my study into closer relationship with both the broadly politicized and specifically 

feminine elements of Chicanisma, and qualitatively transformed their relationships with 

femininity and Chicanismo both. 

 

The “Female Lineage” Revisited 

I earlier described an emergent theme among Chicanas’ self-described 

motivations for their activist involvement, of developing female lineages of social justice 

work. The mother-activists evinced this same motive, but added two new dimensions: (1) 

The mentorship of younger women that included the new element of modeling new 
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forms of womanhood and motherhood that included claims to the private and public 

sphere; and (2) A renewed, or wholly new, respect and identification with their own 

mothers’ struggles, choices, and limitations. 

Chicana moms modeled to their “sisterhoods,” their younger women caranalas, 

by bringing children to meetings, protests, vigils, and the like. Kali, Jolene and Dolores 

all described bringing their children to social justice actions, and I saw them and many 

other young mothers and children at those same events. By forcing the “public” to 

confront the “private” (or domestic) in this way, these mother-activists were changing the 

terms of both motherhood within the movimiento and the public face of the Movement 

itself. Indeed, the symbolic dissonance of toddlers running giddily across the street from 

dozens of masked, batoned police officers was on striking display at one of the last 

protests I attended prior to this writing. 

It was to be one of the most notable local school board meetings in decades: one 

week prior, just before what should have been a typically sleepy board meeting, nine 

youth took the board room by storm, chaining themselves to the dais. They were there to 

force their own visibility, challenging the meeting’s agenda and ultimately impelling it to 

be rescheduled. In this following week, then, many dozens of citizens and parents 

supportive of the protesting students’ efforts had shown up for the rescheduled meeting. 

In turn, the board had requisitioned around 100 police officers, most in full riot gear, and 

with a few snipers among their ranks. The sidewalks across the street from the school 

board offices were thick with solid black-clothed figures whose faces were barely 

discernable behind their shields; meanwhile, mothers stared with long blinks at these 

figures across the street while pushing strollers, and toddlers squealed and ran on the 
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lawn of the board building. The presence of children with their parents, typically young 

mothers, dramatically collapsed the “public” into the “private,” and intensely 

foregrounded the violent and repressive nature of the districts’ response to the 

community’s concerns. This powerful confrontation of institutional repression by 

families, parents, mothers was not lost, I argue, on the school and college-age youth 

present, whose ideas around the character of social action continue to be influenced by 

such images and events.  In this subtle yet dramatic confrontation, the mother-activists 

were changing the terms of both motherhood within the movimiento and the public face 

of the Movement itself. 

The second element characteristic of female lineage among the mother-activists 

was, in a sense, a retrospective one: this was the new contouring, and oft-times deepening 

and evolving, of these mother-activists’ relationships with their own mothers. All three of 

the mother-activists spoke at length about ways in which their own motherhood had 

brought them into new forms of understanding of their mothers, and specifically in terms 

that indexed the sociopolitical nature of this understanding. Significantly, these mother-

activists were not just identifying around the daily, domestic challenges of motherhood 

but rather the broader societal implications of motherhood for women, and described a 

resulting evolution of their feminism in response. 

Having known Kali for over eight years when I interviewed her in 2011, and 

having known of her many struggles with her mother during this time – which included at 

various points being kicked out of her mother’s home, and at other points raising her 

mother’s children, Kali’s siblings and half-siblings – her musings on the deep shifts of 

perception born of her own motherhood were, to me, quite poignant: 



 321

[Prior to Grace’s birth,] I felt “I have to be different from my mom.” I nit-picked 
my mom. After I had Grace, I realized, I really shouldn’t do that to any woman... 
women’s experiences are different [from men’s]. 

 
Kali was describing here a transformation in her feminist consciousness that included 

both a reanalysis of the male-female dichotomy, and a reclamation of feminism that could 

include both her and her mother – however different their choices and dispositions, as 

women. Kali’s motherhood thus transformed her feminism in ways that manifested most 

powerfully in the reinvestment of her own mother with legitimacy and respect, born of a 

new experiential understanding of femininity and womanhood. 

 

6.6.2  “These Youth are Someone’s Children”: Compassion in Action 
 

[S]ocial relations of any kind are never completely utilitarian and instrumental. 
Each is always surrounded with symbolic constructions which serve to explain, to 
justify, and to regulate it ... All social relations are surrounded by such 
ceremonial, and ceremonial must be paid for in labor, in goods, or in money ... 
We shall call this the ceremonial fund. (Wolf 1966:147; emphasis added) 
 
Since the late-19th century, the combination of the historical forces of  
industrialization and their accompanying immigration policies has contributed 
binationally to the rise of U.S.-Mexican ethnicity ... These forces have also led to 
repeated transformations of the cultural and behavioral practices, or funds of 
knowledge ... that form the core of regional U.S.-Mexican cultural identity. 
(Vélez-Ibáñez and Greenberg, 1992:314; emphasis added) 
 

Let us more and more insist on raising funds of love, of kindness, of 
understanding, of peace. (Agnes Gonxha Bojaxhiu [Mother Teresa], date 
unknown; emphasis added) 

 
This dissertation has devoted most of its attention to a theorization of Tucson 

youths’ activism as it reflects and negotiates the political economic characteristics and 

constructs of twentieth to twenty-first century globalization on the U.S.-Mexico border, 

including the articulations between globalized elements and local polities and politics. I 

have suggested that social action such as that of this ethnography’s youth must be 
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understood as generated by, and responsive to, political economies of exploitation, 

including the social institutions and actors that maintain these forms of oppression. Yet, 

we have also seen that cultural change and social awareness, alike, occur in articulation 

with (rather than as inevitable results of) local and larger forms of political economy and 

related political rhetoric. Similarly, responses and contestations may be mounted, and 

gain additional layers of meaning and import, through symbolic forms: We have seen, for 

instance, the significance of cultural nationalism for mobilization of the 1960s Chicana/o 

movements, and “collectives of caring” and female-specific solidarities for mobilization 

of this ethnography’s youth. As Wolf (1966:147) said, of these symbolic forms of capital 

– whose cultural utility translates in only inspecific ways to economic capital – “Social 

relations of any kind are never completely utilitarian and instrumental.” 

It was from Wolf’s formulation of the above-described ceremonial “fund,” and 

others, that Vélez-Ibáñez and Greenberg (1992) developed their concept of “funds of 

knowledge” to describe the valuable yet socially delegitimized bodies of knowledge 

possessed by Mexican-descent families on the U.S.-Mexico border. As the “funds of 

knowledge” pedagogical projects emerged from Vélez-Ibáñez and Greenberg’s 

theorizations, they drew attention to the value of such communal forms of knowledge for 

the reinvestment of both youth and their communities in schooling – something that in 

this dissertation has been shown to have powerful potential for the mobilization of both 

youth and their communities to social justice action addressing both schooling and 

societal conditions. 

In this subsection, I suggest that one of the most striking self-described shifts in 

the consciousness of the mother-activists was also, I believe, one of the most significant 
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for understanding their uniquely powerful potential in social justice movement work., and 

is one of the least-theorized and least-understood impetuses of collective social justice 

action. This is the expansion of young mothers’ community of caring and concern from 

the communal (ethnic or cultural nationalistic) and regional levels to all of humanity. It 

was the self-described location of motivation for action in a deeply felt and expansive 

ethic of caring – not supplanting but coming into engagement with the local-communal, 

ethnic/ cultural nationalistic, and other forms of motivation toward actions they shared 

with their activist peers. We might call this an expansion of concern from the validation 

and investment in “funds of knowledge” to one in “funds of kindness... peace.” 

While it is unconventional to cite the words of a theologian and humanitarian 

alongside that of intellectuals, I invoke Mother Theresa’s concept here precisely because 

it not only uncannily echoes and builds on Wolf’s and Vélez-Ibáñez’s terminology of 

social, cultural  and educational “funds,” but because it quite precisely captures the 

sentiment rippled across young mothers’ interviews in this ethnography. The 

expansiveness of concern of young activist mothers was, indeed, not merely a sentiment 

or felt ethic, but a motivator to action. It informed these young women’s ideas of and 

approaches toward activism, and deepened and intensified their commitment to social 

justice action. Dolores and I were discussing the changes that motherhood had wrought in 

her organizing and activist lifeworlds when I asked her specifically about motherhood as 

subjectivity in her current forms of social justice engagement: 

LS: And so, [for activist mothers like you,] what makes it different from just 
being women, or just being people? 
 
Dolores: Well, it’s different because we have a different view. 
 
LS: Of...? 
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Dolores: Society. Our goal is to better society̧ in order for our children to be 
better (Dolores’ emphasis) ...  I think our role as mothers is sometimes very 
difficult, ’cause we have a lot of things going on, such as school, work, taking 
care of our children, being girlfriends or wives – or whatever you want to call it. 
We... we have a better, open mind of what we want in our children and what we 
want in our communities. 
 

For Jolene, the broadened vision was conveyed in the terminology of “seeing others as 

my children.” In explaining this idea, Jolene said, “before, you never really think that 

these youth are someone’s children...”; concluding her thought by suggesting that 

motherhood brings one into a sense of responsibility for all other children and youth. In 

sensing that there were universalizing elements of motherhood, and that her own 

motherhood brought her into deep and implicit community with both youth and their 

parents, Jolene in turn recognized that her children also became the embodiment of a 

certain archetype. She explained: “I bring my children with me [to protests] because 

they’re the community’s children.” This phenomenon of children’s presence at social 

justice actions, which I’ve initially explained as a confrontation of gender-typed spaces of 

“private” and “public,” domestic and political, takes on new significance when we 

understand Jolene’s comments as indexing deeper archetypes of parental and mutual care 

and concern. 

Intriguingly, while all of the mother-activists’ narratives in some manner invoked 

a universalizing of their social justice consciousness, many additionally specified that 

action deriving from such consciousness and dedication must be modeled on that 

occurring in the home, at the level of the parent-child, partner, and overall familial 

dynamic – and then, importantly, replicated in the social justice organizing or activist 

collective. In other words, these mother-activists were challenging those dedicated to 
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social justice in the world to begin the project, very literally, “at home” – in both the 

domestic and small community (or community of practice) spheres. Jolene succinctly 

related the dawning of her awareness of the mutuality of these two commitments, when I 

asked her if motherhood had changed her “frames:” “Before, it was ‘Chicanos’; now, it’s 

‘humanity’! Social justice is not ‘out there’ anymore – it starts in the family!” When I 

asked Kali a similar question, she replied: 

LS: Do you think differently about social justice topics since Grace was born; 
since becoming a mother? 
 
Kali: Definitely. Most of the issues we take up are “group issues,” or generalized 
– like, the health of “our” community... Over the years, especially with burnouts, 
I’ve noticed that we don’t take up issues of our health. How wrong is it to be 
‘changing the world’ when your house is not in order – if your house isn’t in 
order, you can’t change your hood.” 

 
Mary Pardo contributed some of the most important insights into Chicana activist 

mothers’ complex ideological and practical negotiations within the home and political 

spheres, and has frequently challenged the seeming complacency or cooption of Chicanas 

whose engagement with social justice topics occurs in “traditional” spaces and through 

female-typed approaches. She has pointed out that, 

Mexican American women transform “traditional” networks and resources based 
on family and culture into political assets to defend the quality of urban life ... 
[T]he women’s activism arises out of seemingly “traditional” roles, addresses 
wider social and political issues, and capitalizes on informal associations 
sanctioned by the community ... Often, women speak of their communities and 
their activism as extensions of their family and household responsibility. 
 

Yet Pardo’s analysis halted at the ways in which such women balanced an attention to 

“traditional” roles and their assumed social justice responsibilities, and made them work 

in the larger sphere of community organizing. She did not move on to examine the 

multiplicity of mother-activists’ subjectivities with respect to their organizing or activist 
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engagement, including the ways in which such work reciprocally interacted with their 

mothering, and reconstituted their identities, approaches, and guiding paradigms of 

activism. 

For the mother-activists of my ethnography, motherhood further dissolved the 

borders between the “personal” realm of the family and the “political” realm of social 

justice work by creating the conditions for mother-activists to very literally bring the 

“domestic” into politicized spaces, as they brought children to various social actions. 

Even more significantly, it both broadened mother-activists’ social consciousness and, 

simultaneously, sharpened their understanding of how large-scale change happens, via 

the recognition that such large-scale change must mirror, rather than deflect from, 

relations in quotidian spaces. Though Dolores would eventually speak of the challenges 

of being a woman in movimiento work, when I asked her about any disadvantages of 

being a mother, in addition to or in relation to being a woman, she could express only the 

ways in which it had shifted and deepened her commitment to social justice in her 

community: 

LS: Do you think that being a woman, or being a mom, has ever given you a 
disadvantage in your work with the Movement, or has it given you an advantage?  
 
Dolores: I think both give me courage... to continue being a speaker... 
 
LS: How does it give you courage? 
 
Dolores: Just, you know... Especially Citlalli... I see, for example,  I say, you 
know, I’d rather be spending my money on books than bombs... I would say that 
out loud. 
 
LS: But you said stuff out loud when you were in high school, too. 
 
Dolores: Right. This time, I’ll throw books at people! 
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LS: So you feel stronger? 
 
Dolores: Yes, I do. 

 
Again here, such forms and degrees of commitment to social justice work were, in these 

young mother-activists, of a different character than those of Pardo’s, and others’, 

analysis. For these women, activism did not arise – nor end – with motherhood, but 

shifted and evolved in ways that not only changed the terms of their involvement, but 

also the terms of their self-identification as “activists” and “organizers” as well. 

 

6.6.3  “Beyond Fighting, to Creating”: Chicana Mother-Activists at the Vanguard of 
Third-Wave Movements 
 

Implicit to the act of mentorship and community education is building – of 

awareness, consciousness, community, and therein the future of a social movement. 

While all social movements must be built – none are born or sustained of deconstruction, 

though deconstruction (of hegemonic institutions and mores) might be some of their most 

important work – the mother-activists of my ethnography leant some of the most eloquent 

and moving voices to this quality of “building.” They discussed, of course, the building 

of solidarity and communities of practice through the development of practical and 

ideological female lineages. The mother-activists, in fact, spoke specifically to the 

modeling of social justice in the home through the dismantling of gendered power 

dynamics and the interrogation of gender tropes (Jolene commented, “[My desire is,] how 

do I not, as a parent, perpetuate injustice in my own home with my children?). And in the 

earlier sections of this chapter, the women also spoke to the quotidian elements of 

movement-building, including the necessary commitment to such simple but critical tasks 

as cooking meals and cleaning after events. 
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There were more subtle elements, too, though, in mother-activists’ ideas of 

movement-building – ones that explicitly challenged the sustainability of 

“deconstructive” types of activist practice, while pointing out the humble and quotidian 

nature of “constructive” activist practices. Kali, having earlier spoken of her more 

“masculine” identification in activist work, described the ideological shift in her 

orientation to activist work that accompanied the practical challenge of maintaining 

activist engagement and schooling, both, while mothering: 

Kali: “I’ve had to learn how to be patient, and to be humble, because I have a 
toddler with me (at protests; even some university classes). It’s made me a better 
person – I have more patience. I enjoy nurturing now; I want to build something 
with the people.” 

 
Dolores’ sentiments echoed Kali’s in their description of a form of social justice 

orientation that was birthed with her own motherhood – a turn toward the long-term, 

behind-the-scenes work of social justice activism in the quotidian spaces of individuals’ 

and communities’ material worlds: 

LS: When you became a mom, do you think it changed in any way the topics that 
you care about in this movement, or social justice work? 
 
Dolores: Yes. 
 
LS: From what to what? 
 
Dolores: Education, for example – I’d rather be spending money on education 
than bombs. 
 
LS: And you didn’t think about that stuff before, so much? 
 
Dolores: Well I did, but it wasn’t my first priority... [today I think] more about 
parks, or libraries... 
 
LS: But it still... you care about that, but it sounds like you still care about 
immigration, and... 
 
Dolores: Yes, I believe in and care about all the topics that are justice, basically. 
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LS: But you started thinking about these [other] things... 
 
Dolores: Yeah. 
 

Jolene accorded with Kali and Dolores, and put it simply: “I’ve moved on, now – from 

fighting to creating.” 

Ultimately, I would like to suggest here that – in their negotiation of multiple 

dimensions of womanhood, feminism, and activism, neither “acquiescent” nor 

reactionary with respect to the integration of these with each other – these mother-

activists are both ideologically and practically in the “third wave” of both the Chicano 

and feminist movements. Third wave feminism, generally said to have arisen in the 

1990s, is dependent largely on the contributions of Chicana feminists and other authors of 

color, who – like their feminist colleagues who challenged Critical Race Theorists – 

brought attention to the previously underappreciated concerns of women of color, and the 

unique, fluid and sometimes contradictory qualities of experience and feminism for these 

women.65 If we consider “second-wave” Chicanismo to be that which began to take 

validate women’s roles and contributions in the historical Movement – a “wave” marked 

by the same literary and analytical contributions of Chicana feminist scholars that helped 

to usher in third wave feminism (Anzaldúa 1987, 1990; Anzaldúa & Moraga 1981) – we 

might apply a similar conceptual framework to understanding the progression of 

Chicanismo, even considering the subjectivities of the mother-activists to represent a 

nascent “third wave” of movimiento thought and activist expression. Regardless of the 

terminology we settle upon, these mother-activists clearly embody new permutations of 

both feminist and Chicano movements – dependent on the paradigmatic and material 

                                                 
65 Third wave feminism includes third world feminism, which is well theorized by Sandoval (2000), among 
others, but beyond the scope of this chapter. 
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contributions of the earlier “waves,” but newly figured – including a commitment to 

education, career, activism and family that integrates these practically and ideologically 

with each other, neither exalting some nor diminishing other roles and categories of 

experience, and in the process carving a new path for their carnalas. 

 

6.7  The Problematics and Promise of Contemporary Chicana Organizing and 
Activism: Some Conclusions 
 

In this chapter, I have expanded on the incipient insights and analyses of Chapter 

Four concerning gendered colorings of Chicanismo and gendered particularities of 

involvement with Chicana/o organizing and activist work. I have noted that the gendered 

conscientización of continuing activist women was complexly and, often, unflinchingly 

articulated. I have also observed that such developments of critical consciousness with 

respect to gender paradoxically served to compromise many young women’s sense of 

support and carnalismo within the local Movement, and challenged them to reconsider 

the depth, breadth, and characteristic qualities of their involvement. In response to their 

individual and collective awakenings to these compromising elements of movimiento 

involvement for women, continuing activist women, in turn, established new forms of 

counter-hegemonic practice (chingona talk and the establishment of female solidarities 

and lineages, for instance), and new forms and orientations toward action (activism of, 

by, and for the collective, for example). Some of these orientations toward public action – 

the seamless integration of “private” mothering work with public, activist work, for 

instance – hearkened back to earlier Chicanas’ calls for interrogation of “public”/ 

”private” divides and the validation of women’s background and community-building 

work, but in new iterations. 
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On the theoretical level, I conclude by arguing that, in sum, sufficient analytical 

lenses exist for understanding and learning from the gendered experience of Chicana 

activists. But, I add – these lenses have remained cloudy due to their un-self conscious 

use by analysts. In other words, full insight into the nuances of Chicanas’ gendered, 

racialized, and otherwise complex subjectivities, and the articulations of these elements 

with modes of action, have been obscured largely by the tendency to privilege one 

category of experience over another, without sufficiently exploring their intersections, 

articulations and complementarities – along with their dissonances. In claiming this, I am 

following in the intellectual footsteps of a number of Chicana scholars. Davalos, in 

particular, has phrased the recognition eloquently: 

...Chicana feminists find binary oppositions or a singular cause too limiting for 
the analysis of complex and multifaceted experiences and practices. Thus, they 
are learning to braid theory into a constellation of models, making “trenzas 
[braids] of different analytical and experiential meanings (González 1998, 85).” 
 

Within my particular contribution, this ethnography and analysis of Chicana/o activists in 

an urban southwestern city, I hope to re-ground analysis of Chicana forms of activism in 

ways that reciprocally support and expand the call for understanding Chicana activism in 

its myriad forms and iterations. Ultimately, by listening to the voices of the young 

Chicana activists that resonate powerfully across this ethnography, we might collectively 

begin to polish our analytical lens, while learning an extraordinary amount about the 

practical manifestations of “activist” identities and social justice orientations by Chicanas 

in the contemporary movimiento. 

On the Movement level, the more public face of Movement division or 

disorganization has historically had to do with rural/urban differences (e.g., the urban 

student movements versus the farmworkers’ movement) and regional differences (Reies 
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López Tijerina’s movement to reclaim New Mexico for its Hispano and indigenous 

inhabitants, for instance). In both the historical Chicano movements and in research of in-

school divisions among students of Mexican descent, immigration generation also proves 

salient, with differences of opinion on migration and border issues comprising another 

traditional rift among Chicanos at large, and among Chicana/o activists particularly. But 

the rift that may prove to be most significant for both the ideological and practical futures 

of the Movement, I argue, is one that has been theorized since the original movements, 

but which nonetheless continues to be insufficiently appreciated or addressed: the 

gendered rift. Women’s contributions to the movimiento continue to be under-recognized 

because of, (1) the broad scope of their work, some of which is public and highly visible, 

but much of which is not, and which thus continues to lack acknowledgement and 

legitimation; (2) the continued silencing of women, attributable to both the lack of self-

circumscription on men’s parts that would create space for women’s voices to be heard, 

and the refusal to acknowledge women’s critiques as legitimate and fundamental to the 

promotion of social justice within and through Movement activities; and (3) the 

continuation of conservative, gender-typed norms of behavior for women that implicitly 

fault and (unsympathetically) masculinize women for such practices as “speaking out” (in 

the political realm) and drinking socially (in the personal realm). 

Beyond the way in which such a gendered rift compromises, very simply, overall 

strength and potential solidarity within the Movement, the disenfranchisement of women 

may in fact hold disproportionate significance for the future of the movimiento itself. My 

research suggests that the in-school setting – whether high school or college/ university – 

is an important corollary to not only the development and articulation of critical 
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consciousness, but also to the practical potential for continuation of activist identity (in 

college or university settings). Quantitative research demonstrates, meanwhile, that 

Chicana women are more likely to attend college than men (after graduating from high 

school in higher numbers) (Callahan 2008, Portes & Rumbaut, 2001, Rumbaut, 2000). 

With potentially more young activist women than men enrolling in colleges and 

universities, the disenfranchisement of women at this level, including within the 

community organizations and settings with which they are likely to get involved during 

this time, is extremely significant to the continuation of the movimiento. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
 

CHICANISMO IN THE NEW GENERATION: 
CONCLUSIONS ON YOUTH, ACTIVISM, AND THEIR PLACE IN THE 

GLOBAL ORDER AT THE BEGINNING OF THE 21 ST CENTURY 
 

7.1  Introduction 
 

In this dissertation, I have explored Chicana/o youth activism in a large city 

straddling geopolitical and national borders. Through ethnography of high school 

students involved in Raza Studies and social justice curricula and college-age youth 

activists and organizers. I have explored the ways in which social justice activism is 

variously construed, embodied and manifested in youth of Mexican descent. Specifically, 

I have examined the myriad ways in which Chicano youth in a border city come into 

relationship with their peers and others in networks of activism and solidarity born upon 

the collective development of critical consciousness. I have shared the rich narratives of 

individual conscientización that characterize the dawning of youths’ political and social 

consciousness; the contexts and paradigms through which they build a vocabulary to 

articulate these budding social critiques and interrogations of power; and the ways in 

which these articulated critiques find expression in individual and communal action for a 

greater common good. Finally, I have explored how differing forms of collective identity 

have reciprocally developed within Chicana/o youth and young adults for both small- and 

large-scale social justice actions. 

Responsive to both feminist theorizations and themes emerging from my data, I 

began with a broad view of “activism,” utilizing Urrieta’s formulation of activism as a 

daily practice of consciousness and conscious engagement with one’s world, to 

acknowledge the breadth, diversity, and sometime subtlety of activist identifications. As 
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my ethnography unfolded, I came to recognize that even the terms “activism” and 

“activist” were in dynamic evolution within the youth “activists” of my study, with some 

youth purposively disengaging from the term “activist” and moving toward self-

identification as peer “educators” and “organizers,” or resisting naming entirely. Like a 

number of emergent themes in my data, this reticence with respect to the terminology of 

“activism” had gendered colorations, with women – and particularly young mother-

activists – stressing the broad, slow-building quality of deep and effective societal 

change, better encapsulated in the terminology of “education” and “community 

organizing” or “community building.” The salience of gender as a variable in youth 

modes of activist-type engagement was in fact evident from the earliest years of my 

ethnographic involvement, and made its importance most clear in the narratives of 

continuing activist women interviewed eight years later. 

In the first sections of this chapter, I move into a deeper analysis of some of the 

youths’ stories of personal and ethical evolution through activist involvement, exploring 

the sub-cultural and even sub-social-collective experiential forces operating in these 

youth. Such subjectivities, though extremely rarely theorized in the analysis of youth 

social movements and youthful social action, are in consistent interplay with intellectual 

and socio-political paths of conscientización, and are both reflective of and mutually 

constitutive of individual histories of meaning-making within and without activist 

collectives. 

In building an understanding of Chicana/o youth social justice activism within 

this dissertation, I have ultimately been moving toward a theorization of contemporary 

Chicanismo as it presents in particular geopolitical and cultural spaces. I have attempted 
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to understand how today’s Chicanismo – its ideology and manifestations in individual 

and collective action – is embodied and enacted: The terminology in which it is invoked, 

described, and analyzed by its participants, and the mutually constitutive iterations of 

ideology and action. In doing this, although it has not been my overall aim, I have 

nonetheless been brought to some insights regarding future possibilities and pitfalls 

within the Movement overall. Following my re-engagement with the individual youth of 

this ethnography, then, I explore such possible implications for the larger movimiento, in 

the process contextualizing its current iterations within both U.S. and global contests over 

“nation” and nationalisms. I contend that Chicanisma/o today must be understood in 

relationship with coeval explosions of youth action and organizing across the globe, 

much of which sprang up or intensified greatly during the same years (2006-2011) that 

saw resounding new social justice action from Tucson’s Chicana/o youth. In the final 

sections of this chapter, I theorize these new movements as comprising the “New New 

Social Movements” (a terminology that evidently has also been recently proposed by 

Feixa et al. (2009), and consider the implication of such movements in early-21st century 

capitalism, transnationalism, and their nascent youthful resistances. 

 The following is a layout of this concluding chapter: In the first section, 

Exploring Deeper Dimensions of Self, I begin to explore the endemic issue of burnout 

among activists, presenting some of the practices adopted by the continuing youth of my 

ethnography to mitigate such forces, while noting the far deeper and broader ways in 

which some of these embodied and psychospiritual practices support youths’ deepest 

hopes and goals, and mutually influence their relative dispositions toward, and 

engagements with, activism. In the following section, “Movement” Toward Integration: 
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A Chicana/o Movement for the Twenty-First Century, I summarize the collective 

importance of salient themes emerging from my data for the future of the Chicano 

Movement, as well as for ideologies of Chicanismo, ultimately theorizing a movement 

toward “integration.” I conclude this chapter by drawing my analytical lens back out: In 

Nationalism in Places: Theorizing Tucson’s Ethnic Studies and Immigration Debates, I 

offer some thoughts on anti-Ethnic Studies and immigration rhetorics’ relationships with 

nationalism and twenty-first century capitalism. At the end of this section, I consider the 

resonances of today’s local Chicana/o movements with other contemporary youth-led 

movements. 

 

7.2  Exploring Deeper Dimensions of Self within Society 

Within this dissertation, I have explored various facets of identity formation, 

specifically the relationship between evolving elements of individual and (local and 

larger) collective identity, and the multiple and varied ways in which identity negotiation 

– both within and outside of the school setting – informs “activist” and social justice 

orientations and engagement. I have examined “ethnic” and “nationalistic” identity, 

specifically, as the reciprocal products and creator of subjectivities within and without the 

classroom, and within and without collectivities of social justice organizing and activism. 

In the following, I pick up the ends of several narrative threads left loose in earlier 

chapters and follow them into an exploration of “deeper dimensions of self,” or youth 

activists’ invocation of the language of a “whole,” or deeper self in motivations toward 

social justice action and the effects and lessons of such involvement. 
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7.2.1  Anthropology and the “Self” within Society 
 

Anthropology understands that human experience is formed, interpreted and 

contested in relationship with one another and with the institutions of human making, in 

addition to with the natural environment. But there is indeed, in all of this, an individual. 

Thus, while anthropology is the study of humans in relation to one another, and in 

relationship with the world(s) around them, the discipline recognizes that humans engage 

in rich and complex practices of personal meaning-making as their external worlds 

articulate with deeper senses of ethics, or other intuitive elements of meaning. And while 

my own theoretical lens within this dissertation has been the political economy of 

movements such as historical and contemporary Chicanismo – their groundings in social 

and political-economic contexts; and the hegemonic institutions to which they are 

responsive, and with which they are articulate – I nevertheless am compelled to, at this 

point, acknowledge and seek to better understand this unexpected, and poignant, element 

that was repeatedly emergent in youth activists’ narratives. This was the dimension of the 

“self” that underlies all projections and presentations of self (Goffman 1959); all cultural, 

ethnic, and gendered selves; all student, young adult, and “activist” or “organizer” selves 

– it is what Hemmings has called the “enduring self.” 

Anthropologist of education Hemmings (2006:133), having extensively studied 

identity formation in youth, drew on Spindler and Spindler (1992, 1993) to posit that: 

The enduring self is not a unified whole but rather a fluid, multifaceted inner 
sense that evolves as individuals and their circumstances change. Despite its 
dynamic complexity, the enduring self is something that gives people a sense of 
continuity with the past while providing them with an inner compass of meanings 
for navigating the present and charting the future. 
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In proposing a “post-anthropological framework” for the study of student identity 

formation and youth resistance, Hemmings invoked Turner’s now-familiar concept of the 

“liminal” to describe the stage of simultaneous social marginality and creative, 

constructive potential that is Western adolescence, and argued that secondary schooling is 

itself a critical space in the coming-of-age process. This coming-of-age process, argued 

Hemmings, involves not only identity formation, or consolidation – a practice of 

adolescence whose salience is widely agreed upon across scholastic disciplines – but also 

community integration. Thus, adolescence and the period of time spent in secondary 

schooling is marked by the coeval development of individual and communal identities. 

Within the inherent fluidity and reciprocality of youths’ identities, however, is the 

“enduring self,” which – after Goffman (1959), and quite similar to Erikson’s (1968) 

formulations – Hemmings suggests is a critical psychospiritual center – an inner 

touchstone vis-à-vis external identity negotiations. The imperative of recognizing this 

“enduring self” as steady and ever-present – developing familiarity with what we might 

call the individual’s deeply held sense of who she is, regardless of exterior pressures and 

circumstances, and her own behaviors and choices – is even more keen when students are 

engaged in the difficult practical and ideological battles of social justice. In other words, 

for activists and other youth engaged in complex cultural and political economic 

struggles, there is an implicit need for a rudder that helps steer and steady the course of 

the self within the turbulent waters of communal social dissension. 

This need was keenly felt, and expressed, in the youth activists of my 

ethnography; and they manifested a number of ways of recognizing and nurturing the 

“inner self.” Parallel with this inquiry and insight into the deeper self was an oft-visible 
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shift in disposition toward social justice action as something broader and philosophically 

deeper than the perpetuation of simply an ethnicity-based movement, toward a movement 

for social justice that included all disempowered identity categories – and one in which 

all actors’ behaviors were complicit in either the liberation of disempowerment of all 

others, regardless of whether any of these actors called themselves “activists.” In the first 

part of the following section, I document a theme that resurfaced numerous times 

throughout observations and interviews over eight years: This is the idea of action for a 

greater good that is defined in terms of ethics, or a deep moral imperative – in addition to, 

in place of, or simply beyond the advancement of race-, ethnicity- or gender-based rights. 

Following this, I explore the endemic problem of “burnout” in social movements 

and its implications within the youth activism of Tucson specifically, and postulate on the 

import of both undermining and hopeful trends, vis-à-vis burnout, within the local 

Movement. The most potentially Movement-strengthening of these trends was the 

dawning of an awareness of an enduring self discussed in the first segment of the section 

– achieved through various mind-body and ceremonial (or ritual) practices, and expressed 

as an ethos of interrelatedness and mutual responsibility and caring. In the final part of 

this section, I initiate a theorization of such deep-self explorations and motivations 

among activist youth, and conclude by suggesting the importance of further explorations 

of such ethoses of commitment to peers and community, particularly as they evince the 

principle of what we might call an energetic, rather than material, reciprocity. 
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7.2.2  Altruism, Social Responsibility, and the Global Self of Adolescence 

In Ardizzone’s (2007) ethnography of urban youth activists in New York City, 

she noted that “altruism” was rarely a motive for initial involvement with activist 

organizations, but did observe that such altruism, which she perhaps better terms a sense 

of “social responsibility,” often developed in activist youth upon engagement with social 

justice work. Ardizonne explains (ibid:37), “Many of the participants that I classified as 

being motivated by altruism are not able to pinpoint a particular influence. They express 

a sense of knowing the right thing to do and acting on this knowledge.” Unlike 

Ardizonne’s informants, several of mine did in fact say that their involvement in formal 

social justice work (whether Raza Studies and SJEP curriculum, college-level Mexican 

American Studies, or public actions and protests), emanated at least in part from a 

preexisting, nascent awareness that things were simply “not right” in the world. Other 

youth (in my sample, all female) explained that they had always wanted to be positive 

forces in the world; to work for good. In explaining her initial interest and enrollment in 

the Raza Studies/SJEP class, Eliana said, “I want to give back; I love to do that. I want to 

be the one that people come to... being positive in people’s eyes.” 

Nonetheless, for the majority of the youth activists, Ardizonne’s observation 

holds true: while original entry into social justice work may have occurred for evidently 

un-political and non-altruistic reasons, all of the continuing activists expressed 

motivations for continued commitment that evidenced the deep guiding ethic of a felt 

sense of social responsibility. I began a theorization of such ethnics-grounded motives in 

the Chapter Four section on “collectives of caring,” but suggest here that this felt ethic of 

social responsibility eclipses even the communalism of such collectives of caring’s 
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ideology of carnalismo – which could, arguably, still be collapsed into the paradigm of 

“identity politics,” or solidarity leading to action for the good of a specific group with 

which the activists share common identity or have common cause. Here, I suggest, in 

youth activists’ testimonials about their activism as the product of deeply held senses of 

social responsibility and mutual care, is evidenced something a bit deeper still in origin, 

and more subtle – it is the enaction of deeply held senses of what is “right”; what 

contributes to the greater, common (and interrelated) good of all people. 

If we were to begin a reconsideration of social movement theory with these 

observations, we would immediately confront the limits of purely Marxist analyses of 

movements, since such analyses maintain that communal social action arises from class 

dis-orientation and incipient class warfare. Thus, the solidarity evidenced in such action 

is instrumental, responsive to particular shared class interests; and the resulting action is 

oriented toward group identity, not ethically and diffusely for the “greater good.” And we 

would also quickly find the limits of Resource Mobilization Theory and Rational Actor 

Theory, which claim that, respectively, social movements are functional in purpose, and 

arise out of clearly articulated material desires and demands of participating individuals 

and groups. In such formulations, there is no place for action deriving from empathic 

motivations. Within current theorizations, the orientations manifested among the 

continuing activists might be best mirrored in feminist theory, which has for many 

decades appealed to “universal moral and legal claims,” inasmuch representing what 

Habermas saw as “the only modern movement which is unequivocally on the offensive” 

(rather than the reactionary and defensive). Yet feminist theory has dedicated extensive 

effort to understanding action arising from sentiments of communal responsibility, but 
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has not extensively explored transformations of the self in response to such relationship 

with the human communal and larger ground of being alike – although deep ecology and 

indigenous peoples’ scholarship, both, hold some promise in this respect. Equally 

significantly, feminist theory has never committed itself to an extensive understanding of 

youths’ particular subjectivities – even as youth often demonstrate the empathic and 

boundary-busting dispositions, in their activist work, for which Chicana/Latina scholar-

activists have unceasingly called. 

New scholarship on youth and social movements must, ultimately, become 

attentive to the ways in which youth not only struggle and negotiate with individual and 

communal identities for the purpose of individual and communal betterment, but also – 

and quite distinctly, at times – engaging in practices of selfless service, regardless of 

their relative privilege or access to resources. Acknowledged in this way, much 

community organizing (local or larger), peer education, and other forms of “activism,” 

represent the evolution and expression of Erickson’s “global self,” or the self that 

understands itself to be located in a large and complex web of human dynamics to which 

it is inevitably bound, and also accountable. 

 

7.2.3  Sustaining the Self, Sustaining the Movement: On Activist Burnout and 
Force-out 
 

Whatever the depth and strength of youth activists’ convictions, the work of 

activism and community organizing is tedious, challenging, and – by its nature – subject 

to contestations of its legitimacy by both outsiders and insiders. Thus social movements 

in particular have been historically characterized by the sustained involvement of only 

very small percentages of those who have at some point been involved in movement 
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activities. While such attrition is typically rendered in the terminology of “burnout,” I 

suggest that we might also invoke the terminology of “force out” – used by early Chicano 

scholars to refer to the propulsion of Chicano youth out of schools by hegemonic interests 

– to refer to the phenomenon of Chicana/o youth activist de-involvement. Muñoz (1989) 

coined the term “force out” to capture the coercive effect of institutions on Chicana/o 

youths’ disengagement from such institutions, speaking specifically, at the time, about 

schools divestment from Chicana/o students. 

Within this ethnography, allusions to “burnout” became prevalent when youth 

activists discussed the intensity and pitch of sustained “fight” and “struggle.” We saw, in 

fact, that for these very reasons (as well as a few others) a number of youth dis-identified 

with the term “activist,” preferring to invoke both the terminology and ideology of 

“organizing,” “education,” and “mentorship.” The continuing activist women of my 

ethnography, in particular, arrived at a resounding critique of Movement ideology that 

located “true” Movement activities in the realm of conflict and struggle, to the exclusion 

of community-building and other strategies of “creation.” This is where, I argue, the 

concept of “force outs” becomes most useful: in understanding dissonances such as these 

within the Movement, grounded in power differentials, that propel youth out of active 

involvement. In this case, the dissonance was most often articulated by women, and 

included not only the critique of “fight” versus “creation” but, importantly, the elevation 

of the “public” over the “private,” and the implicit re-division of the two realms. 

While this struggle to make visible the falseness of divisions between “public” 

and “private” worlds, and to point out the ways in which similar binaries detract from 

overall Movement activities, was a pervasive theme in continuing activist women’s 
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observations of the movimiento, here it takes on renewed importance as it threatens to 

undermine individual’s sustained involvement. Kali summarized a sentiment expressed 

by several others when she explained, 

Most of the issues we take up are “group issues,” or generalized – like, the health 
of “our” community... Over the years, especially with burnouts, I’ve noticed that 
we don’t take up issues of our health. How wrong is it to be “changing the world” 
when your house is not in order – if your house isn’t in order, you can’t change 
your ’hood. 

 
Kali, like two of the other continuing activists (Jolene and Emiliano) had in fact at several 

points “stepped back” from her involvement, feeling unsupported in the struggles she 

faced as a whole human being, in realms beyond the social contexts of activist work. 

Yet, time after time, Kali re-immersed herself in the topics and organizations of 

social justice organizing and action in Tucson, and she attributed her ability to continue, 

despite the struggles, to two principal elements: (1) Her commitment to the work itself, 

and to future generations who would benefit from her work – especially young women 

and girls; a topic that has been discussed extensively in Chapter 5; and (2) The deeper 

support and sustenance found through whole-self affirming practices, such as meaningful 

connection with peers, and centering practices such as yoga. In the following subsection, 

I discuss this latter element of Kali’s activist sustainment, as well as the strategies 

employed by similar continuing activist youth to integrate their “activist” selves, often 

very public and politically delimited and defined, with their “deeper” selves – the selves 

that include all of the other hopes, desires, struggles, and pains of an individual’s 

complex existence. These strategies included, (1) In Jolene’s case, a reassessment of the 

Christianity of her upbringing that allowed for a newly envisioned, “de-colonized” 

Christianity of Social Justice – one which also captured Jolene’s deeper, morality-based 
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reasons for involvement; (2) In the case of Jolene, Emiliano, Kali, Allison, and Xochitl, a 

budding involvement with the cosmological orientations and grounded practical activities 

of a local group, Calpolli Cihuatontli, that seeks to re-invoke ancestral indigenous 

ceremony and ritual, and the agricultural and communal-living practices with which they 

were historically intertwined, in the pursuit of individual and collective “balance”; (3) In 

the cases of Emiliano, Jolene, Allison, Xochitl and Kali, involvement in centering 

practices of mind and body, including physical exercise, yoga, and Calpolli Cihuatontli-

led “talking circles” and sweats. 

In the final part of this section, I discuss the significance of acknowledging and 

nourishing this holistic, or “deeper self,” for activist youth, and the ways in which 

connection of one’s social justice work to one’s deepest, felt essence also led youth to 

identify intrinsic connections between themselves and not only their carnales and 

carnalas, but to all other beings. I tentatively, but hopefully, suggest that such deep, 

meaningful connection to not only the superficial topics of activism but to the more 

essential nature of human beings’ fundamental interdependence – the truth that social 

justice for some is social justice for all – holds promise for the sustained involvement of 

individuals and collectives alike. 

 

7.2.4  Finding Individual Peace within Collective Struggle: The Role of Mind-Body 
and Contemplative Practices 
 
Embodied Resilience: Mind-Body Practices 

Within the complicated social dynamics of activist work, some of the solutions to 

mental and physical exhaustion are as simple as they are sustaining. Xochitl, for instance, 

turned to kick-boxing for stress release and centering. Emiliano and Jolene relied on 
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long-distance cycling to maintain a sense of physical wellness, while also gaining the 

meditative qualities of repetitive action and sustained time in nature. For Emiliano, 

cycling also introduced another community of practice into his larger social network. 

And while Jolene confided that yoga was “too slow” for her, both Emiliano and Kali – as 

well as many youth participants in SJEP summer “retreats” – found physical and mental 

nourishment in this mind-body practice. Additionally, Emiliano reported in 2011 that 

sister Maya – of the 2008-2009 SJEP cohort – continued to reflect on what she had 

gained from her yoga study and practice while at Cholla.66 In my own evaluation of 

students’ experience within the physical education class-based yoga classes that I taught 

between 2007 and 2009, I encountered the repeated assertion that the mindfulness and 

meditative elements of yoga settled youths’ nerves, helped them to acknowledge and 

manage their stress, and allowed them deeper insight into – and control over – their own 

emotions, behaviors and choices, even while navigating the complex emotional world of 

high school.67 

 

                                                 
66 Subsequent to my own volunteer yoga teaching at Cholla High School, from 2005-2007, a Cholla teacher 
noted the enthusiasm for the class and herself began to teach. I heard often of “Miss Ellie” and her yoga 
class, which reportedly became popular with girls at Cholla. 
67 These classes, taught once or twice a week throughout the semester as part of students’ (requisite) 
physical education class, were all-female. My presence was originally extremely well-received because, as 
several students exclaimed in near-identical language, “In yoga, we don’t have to run! I hate running!” But 
subsequent to this, the classes gained a deeper traction and following with girls who found that they left the 
class calmer and better able to manage the multiple demands and stressors of their lifeworlds. While I had 
sought to disentangle the more esoteric and ritualistic elements of traditional yoga practice from the school-
base class, I was in fact startled to find that several students requested that we chant the sound “Om” in a 
traditional invocation, and conclude by bowing to each other with the traditional reciprocal wish/blessing of 
namaste (“that which is essential in me recognizes and honors that which is essential in you.”) Evaluative 
data on these classes (for the purpose of class development and improvement) was gathered both through 
the informal conversations of “participant observation” and via pre- and post-tests – short surveys with 
open-ended questions – which were submitted to, and gathered back from, all students in the second, third, 
and fourth semesters of the class. 
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“Social Justice is Jesus’ Work!”: A Reappropriated Christianity 

The Chicano movements have, historically, had a significant but complex 

relationship with Christianity, as ideology, and the Church, as institution. Muñoz (1989), 

for instance, related the role that early Protestant YMCAs along the U.S.-Mexico border 

had on developing a small cohort of early (male) Mexican American leaders and college 

attendees in the 1930s. While these young men were provided with opportunities within 

elite structures (universities and the white-collar employment sector) that they might not 

have otherwise had, the YMCAs overall – as an arm of not only white, hegemonic 

Protestantism but elite politicoeconomic interests – served as powerfully reductionistic, 

assimilative institutions of “Americanization” for the young men they were supposedly 

empowering. Baldenegro (1992) similarly takes the Catholic church to task for its 

chauvinistic and hegemonic-assimilative roles. Yet, the Freirian “critical pedagogy” and 

“praxis” paradigms inherent to the SJEP approach, for instance, are derivations of 

liberation theology, itself derived from liberal Latin American Catholicism. 

Many of the high school youth in Raza Studies and SJEP classes were of Catholic 

ancestry, with some more closely tied to the church than others. Immigration generation 

sometimes, but not always, predicted the degree of students’ displayed affiliation with 

positions characteristic of conservative church doctrine – including opposition to 

abortion. And of course, I mentioned briefly in Chapter 5 the unique relationship of some 

Yaquis, including Elsa, with local Catholicism, which is tied to the geopolitical and 

cultural history of the Yaqui reservation itself.68 Such apparent adherence to conservative 

church doctrine was sometimes perceived by adult classroom mentors as oppositional to 

                                                 
68 For more, see the official website of the Pascua Yaqui tribe: http://www.pascuayaqui-
nsn.gov/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=28&Itemid=14 
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the aims of the SJEP curriculum and hoped-for subsequent social justice action. Yet, two 

students, in particular, demonstrated a notable reconciliation of their faith (Catholic, in 

one case; Protestant, in the other) with social justice action and activism. 

Eliana, a SJEP student at Montañita, had mentioned in passing her Catholicism 

during an interview. I subsequently asked her, “How does your faith affect your 

experience in this class?” She replied, “As a Catholic, it’s harder to accept certain things; 

but my faith is strong enough to accept challenges.” Significantly, Eliana went on to 

explain that, in fundamental ways, the SJEP curriculum, with its action research 

component, was in fact consonant with the deepest elements of her faith. She asked 

rhetorically, speaking of public service for a greater good: 

Following in Jesus’ footsteps, being there for people, not worrying about what 
people think... Why not live to give back to other people? 
 

Jolene, whose path through conscientización was deeply intertwined with her negotiation 

of the born-again evangelical Protestantism of her parents (cf. Chapter Four), also drew 

explicit links between the fundamental precepts of Christianity and the work of social 

justice. Her path, however, involved a critical interrogation of the church itself, and a re-

envisioning of what a de-colonized Christianity for social justice would look like: 

Jolene: You know, a lot of what had influenced me was church. Right? Like, 
having the social justice – like Jesus preaching about, like, loving your neighbor 
as yourself, and what that looks like. So for me, though, what became, just like, 
well... going to church, and like, how am I... how am I doing that work, right? [...] 

 
LS: And when you were going to church, you were thinking about that, still? 

 
Jolene: Yeah, I was thinking about that, and then... I just kind of... It’s easy to, 
like, go to church and go through the motions, right?, rather than really putting 
work out there, you know, and living... living that lifestyle. [...] I guess, like I was 
saying, for me [social justice work] was a way to really put that to work... all 
those teachings that I’d been taught in my life. 
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And almost kind of getting frustrated with this institution... that’s just very 
religious right, really talked down on... And then on top of that, learning about 
colonization, you know, knowing how God – you know, Jesus – was used to 
justify massacres and everything. And [colonizers] being like, “people needed 
Jesus, and that’s why... that’s why everything happened the way it did.” Kind of, 
um... what’s that belief? It’s kind of like manifest destiny, but, um... that “Jesus 
already has everything figured out.” “He wrote everything the way it’s supposed 
to happen, so that was just part of it.” It’s almost like, humans not taking any 
responsibility for, you know, for their actions – that was “Jesus’s will,” you 
know? Or that was “meant to be.” 

 
LS: So that didn’t jive with you? 

 
Jolene: No it didn’t, at all. At all. 

 
LS: When you were starting to get into the MAS [University of Arizona Mexican 
American Studies] stuff, did you read... I imagine at some point you probably 
read Freire... Did you get any more into the liberation theology stuff? 

 
Jolene: I did! No, I really did, I did. That was like.... I started going to [a local 
Presbyterian church associated with activist causes, name omitted] for a while, 
too, and um, it was just still, for me – like, what I would say is, too white for me. 
Like... it was a lot of intellectuals, right, that are going there, and activists. But, 
nobody looked like me, really, at that church. And I... where I grew up in church, 
it was very lively. Spanish music was such a big part of it – like... having this, 
like, family environment... And I didn’t feel that there. 
 
So... But then it just kind of gets to a point where I feel like Christianity is never, I 
never felt like it could be a choice for me, because I felt like it had been imposed 
– and not just of my family on me, but imposed on the continent! That... I don’t 
know if it could ever really be a choice. 
 
While Jolene tread a path of reconciliation between the ethical precepts of 

Christianity and her critically conscious social justice activism, most of the other 

continuing activist youth distanced themselves from any childhood or familial 

involvement in church activities and ideology. Emiliano, for instance, explained that he 

believed that traditional Catholicism was “fear-based; you don’t go because you’re going 

to be a better person for it.” Allison admitted that she had “mixed feelings” about the 

church, although her mother – like Emiliano’s mother, and Jolene’s parents – was still 
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very involved. Dolores described a break with the Catholic church when she was in high 

school, and a turn toward “spirituality”: 

LS: Are you religious? Did you grow up Catholic? 
 
Dolores: Yes, I grew up Catholic. At this point in my life, I consider myself as 
“spiritual”...  
 
LS: Meaning, you don’t go to church, stuff like that... 
 
Dolores: Yeah. 
 
LS: What does it mean to you to be “spiritual” now? 
 
Dolores: Mmmm I believe in a God, or a Creator... I believe the trees are here for 
a reason, to help the air, to help us breathe. 
 
LS: Is you mom still religious? 
 
Dolores: Yes, she’s very religious. I am still, I-  My symbol is the Virgen of 
Guadalupe. I like her – a lot. Not only cause she’s brown, or Mexican, but she 
looks like me ... And from what the story is, cause she’s indigenous, she’s 
Nahuatl. 
 

Like Allison and Jolene, Dolores came from a highly religious family, and even while 

breaking from the church had maintained an allegiance to a Catholic iconography 

divorced from the Catholic faith itself. 

 Allison, Emiliano and Dolores all did, however – like their colleagues Jolene, 

Kali and Xochitl – find a combination of soulful connection with peers, and a 

reintegration with their own deeper energies and motivations, in Calpolli Cihuatontli. 

Calpolli Cihuatontli is a cooperative organized around the restoration of “traditional” 

Aztec principles of land stewardship, self-sustaining agriculture, and grounded rites and 

ceremony, as well as the building of a community of egalitarianism and common interest 

through such practices. In the following section, I explore some of the unique ways in 

which the Calpolli seemed to provide, for highly involved activist youth, a grounded 
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social, cultural, and spiritual conduit for reconciliation of energy expended on activist 

work with replenishment of mental and emotional energetic stores. While the Chicano 

movements have always, arguably, been characterized by an assertion of the indigenous 

and mestizo ancestry of Mexican Americans (cf. Baldenegro 1992), and notions indexing 

indigeneity and mestizaje like Aztlán and la Raza Cosmica have maintained currency in 

Movement discourse, Calpolli Cihuatontli represents a radically cosmological – rather 

than political – organization and practice of indigeneity. 

 

Ceremonia and Ritual: “Azteca” Cosmological Practice and the Search for Integration 

Early in my final round of interviews with continuing activists, in 2011, I noticed 

an unfamiliar Nahuatl name coming up repeatedly – Calpolli Cihuatontli. Around the 

same time, various protests across Tucson, I noticed, had begun featuring Azteca dancers 

and drumming. At a pivotal school board meeting in the late spring, a week after the 

youth action in which nine students had stormed the board room and chained themselves 

to the dais in protest of the proposed elimination of Ethnic Studies in TUSD, I was 

among many who had been refused entrance to the District Offices building due to 

overcrowding. Outside, speakers crackled on as the board began to call the meeting into 

session. As the voice of the district superintendent began to list the business of the 

meeting, his voice a steady, business-like drone, a low, steady drumming began behind 

me. I had been chatting with Mr. Clemente, and when I turned around I was surprised to 

find that the crowd of others refused entrance, approximately 40-50, had gathered into a 

large, loose knot. With the thick smoke of burning copal69 filling the air, the group 

                                                 
69 Copal is the Nahuatl (Aztec) term for a tree resin used widely across pre-Columbian Meso- and South 
American as ceremonial incense. 
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followed the drummers in a blessing of the four cardinal points, a practice common to 

many North, Central, and South American indigenous peoples. Both startled and stirred, I 

watched Mr. Clemente out of the corner of my eye to minimize my abundant 

awkwardness while following the blessing, which was guided by the unspoken ritual of 

sinking to the ground on bended knee, palms to earth, several times in each cardinal 

direction. 

When the name of Calpolli Cihuatontli repeatedly surfaced in both interviews and 

casual conversations in the community, then (a group separate, incidentally, from that 

which led the drumming outside the board meeting), I began to ask more questions: Who 

were Calpolli Cihuatontli? Where had they come from? What was their purpose, and why 

and how had so many of the activist youth become interested and involved? My 

understanding of the Calpolli remains initial, but an impromptu conversation at a 

community event with two of its founders provided me with the narrative of the 

Calpolli’s origin and purpose, and deepened the context within which I came to 

understand youths’ stories of interest and affiliation. The Calpolli emerged, essentially, 

out of a described sense of admiration and longing for this pre-colonial form of 

collectivity that is believed, by today’s Calpolli Cihuatontli members, to have integrated 

pre-Columbian communities with each other, and with the land upon which they lived 

and produced their livelihoods. From such grounded collectives, it is believed, networks 

of sustainability and self-sustenance can be re-built. The vision of Calpolli Cihuatontli, 

therefore, is the practical and psychospiritual re-connection of people of Mesoamerican 

ancestry with the earth-bound traditions of their indigenous ancestors (personal 

communication, Z. Citlalcoatl and J. Citlalcoatl, 10/11). The founding vision of Calpolli 
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Cihuatontli is articulated in poetic form, and clearly invokes both its grounded cosmology 

and the ways in which Calpolli sees itself is a direct response to the abrogation of such 

cosmologies, and attending social structures, by waves of colonization: 

preciosa sabiduría de nuestros antepasados 
aprendida utilizando la capacidad 

de canciones floridas y danzas astronómicas 
para establecer una relación de obligación a la naturaleza 

relaciones de responsabilidad 
a el aire, fuego, agua y nuestra madre tierra 

han sido pisoteadas a las manos del proyecto occidental 
que ha criminalizado nuestras formas de ser 

nuestros usos y costumbres 
para poder robarnos la tierra 

 
no lo lograran 
los venceremos 

Hueyi Calpixque organizando nuestra defensa de tierras ancestrales 
allí están sepultados nuestros antepasados guerrilleros y guerrilleras 

que murieron defendiendo nuestras Calpoltlalli 
allí se encuentra nuestras raíces y razones 

por tierra y libertad 
(Citlalcoatl 2010:37-38) 

 
precious wisdom of our ancestors 

learned through 
florid songs and astronomical dances 

to establish a relationship of obligation to nature 
relationships of responsibility 

to the air, fire, water, and our mother earth 
which have been trampled by the Western project 

which has criminalized our ways of being 
our customs 

in order to take our land away from us. 
 

they won’t succeed 
we will triumph 

Hueyi Calpixque organizing a defense of ancestral lands 
There lie buried our warrior ancestors 
who died defending our Calpoltlalli 

there are found our roots and reasons 
for land and liberty 

(translation my own) 
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I pointed out earlier that the rhetoric of indigeneity and mestizaje have been 

characteristic of various iterations of the Chicano movements since the 1960s, and were 

in fact a critical component in the consolidation of a common, cultural nationalist 

identification in the early decades. Yet while the early radical activist Reies López 

Tijerina (best known for his work to return land to Hispano peoples in New Mexico) had 

founded an independent, self-sufficient agricultural community not far from Tucson in 

the 1950s, the community was short-lived, and actual iterations of grounded practices re-

creative of ancestral and indigenous practices have not featured prominently in Chicano 

Movement history.70 Simultaneously, the appropriate uses and scope of “indigenous” or 

Azteca (whether historical or mythological) ritual and ceremony within the Movement 

have been debated consistently, and strong differences of opinion maintain amongst 

historical and contemporary movimiento figures (personal communication, T. Martínez, 

9/11). Among the critiques of ritual and ceremonia in social actions, in particular, are the 

arguments that the Movement has been, and must necessarily continue to be, critical of 

all performance or ritual associated with, or suggestive of, religion – for many of the 

reasons invoked in the previous subsection of this chapter (“Social Justice is Jesus’ 

Work!”) . 

 What I observed among the activist youth who spoke about their interest or 

involvement with Calpolli Cihuatontli was a deeply respectful fascination that in fact 

hinted at involvement with Calpolli as a new, integrative format for the deep ethical and 

spiritual considerations that had formally, for many of these youth – if uncomfortably – 

                                                 
70 It should be noted here that López Tijerina’s community was parallel to, and predictive of, emergent 
Chicano Movement activism, but was not itself a product of the Movement. Rather, the commune emerged 
from the religious beliefs of López Tijerina, a preacher, and his followers, who believed contemporary U.S. 
society to be deeply corrupt (cf. cite). 
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been associated with religion and the church. This deep ethical or spiritual involvement 

did in fact derive in part from both the historical and earth-bound qualities of Calpolli: 

Involvement with both the agricultural and ceremonial aspects of Calpolli seemed to be a 

natural extension of these youths’ commitment to the validation of Mexican and Mexican 

American history. Emiliano, for instance – as we were discussing his newfound inquiries 

into a “Mexica” ancestry – explained that it had been his involvement with Calpolli 

Cihuatontli, over the previous few years, that had led him to explore such Mexica 

ancestry. When I asked Emiliano how this had been meaningful, he explained: 

I think I always knew that, being Mexican, you have a Spanish and an Indian 
identity... But my parents couldn’t tell me more about it. My grandma only 
recognizes that we’re part French! (laughing) Calpolli was my first knowledge of 
indigenous history. 
 
But the youth activists’ fascination went beyond the ancestral agricultural and 

communal practices that Calpolli seeks to establish and the ceremonial practices that it 

supports. The youth broadly spoke of Calpolli activities as, even more significantly, a 

social space in which they experienced a sense of integration between their public, 

activist lives and their personal lives (these “personal” lives included the challenges of 

peer and familial relationships but also inquiries into deeper personal meaning). The 

“talking circles” and “sweats” that the Calpolli held, in particular, were often referenced 

as deeply meaningful – even sacred – social and psychospiritual spaces. When we were 

discussing how Dolores planned to raise her young daughter, given her rupture with the 

Catholic church, Dolores suggested that she would like to begin bringing her toddler to 

Calpolli sweats, danza (ceremonial dance), and four-directions ceremonies. As with her 

own, Dolores affiliated her toddler’s budding spirituality with nature and the earth: 
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Dolores: In her own way, she’s already spiritual. 
 
LS: What do you mean? 
 
Dolores: She likes growing plants with my mom, she likes watering... so she 
already has that little... gift, I would say. 
 

Of the talking-circle, meanwhile, Allison had at one point drawn a parallel to Freirian 

forms of horizontal dialogue and popular education, and opined: “like Freire said, I think 

dialogue gets us moving this world”; in this, she echoed a common sentiment about the 

power of story and discussion in spaces of deep mutual respect and reverence such as that 

of the Calpolli talking circle. 

Other spaces of involvement, notably those ritualistic in nature, also provided 

activist youth with the kindling and spark for psychospiritual transformation. Emiliano’s 

first significant involvement with Calpolli Cihuatontli had been through a ceremonial 

multi-day run that included a handful of runners and spanned approximately 100 miles. 

Running night and day, carrying a ceremonial staff imbued with meaning in part by its 

dedication to a recently departed young activist colleague, Emiliano arrived at a profound 

and unanticipated psychospiritual transformation – an awakening, of sorts, into what he 

describes as an understanding of humans’ interrelatedness and codependence. While 

Emiliano’s initial interest in Calpolli had been reflective of his self-described “pragmatic 

nature”(he explained that, through the Calpolli, he had learned “real things that I could 

touch and experience,” specifically referencing agricultural practice) his practical 

involvement with ceremonia proved to be transformative on much deeper levels. 

Describing the effects of this awakening, Emiliano said, “Before that, I think I was more 

about conflict,” and quipped that his disposition during that time was, “If we need 

machine guns, I’m there!” Then he went on: 



 358

I wasn’t at this low point in my life that I “needed” an awakening, I just kind of 
stumbled upon it and it created positive change for me. [...] I became aware of 
how I carried myself, who I was around... In high school, I was “conscious,” but I 
could still turn it on and off. 

 
What Emiliano described was, I suggest, a deepening of conscientización that moves 

beyond praxis, or experiential analysis of the world in order to change it, to a deeper 

spiritual orientation that echoes the paradigm’s own roots in liberation theology: It was 

the dawning of a similarly experiential awareness, one that revealed that not only are all 

beings linked within the political struggle for liberation, but so too are all beings linked 

through quotidian behaviors in rippled networks of action and perception that create and 

recreate individuals’ cognitive and visceral modes of engagement with the world, and 

deeper modes of personal meaning-making. Thus there is a consistently reciprocal effect 

between not only one individual’s (or collective’s) actions and behaviors and another’s, 

but between one’s behaviors (including actions and self-projected identity) and the 

fulfillment or delimitation of one’s deeply felt sense of place and purpose in the world. 

When I pressed Emiliano regarding how attributions of deep and ritualistic 

meaning to Calpolli involvement was distinct from religion (a realm he had earlier 

strongly disavowed), he explained that he wouldn’t use the terminology of “the divine” or 

“god” to describe the ethics and ideology of Calpolli. Rather, Emiliano explained, the 

indigenous/ Calpolli paradigm was one of human interrelatedness with each other, and 

with the earth. I followed up by asking Emiliano, “So how does this [paradigm] manifest 

in humans?”, to which Emiliano replied by invoking the phrase common among Tucson’s 

current activists, and attributed to the Maya, In Lak’Ech:71 

                                                 
71 In Lak’Ech is commonly translated as, “I am your other you (and you are my other me)/ Tú eres mi otro 
yo.” The poem of the same name, familiar to many of these youth, reads “I am your other you/ You are my 
other me/ If I do harm to you/ I do harm to myself/ If I love and respect you/ I love and respect myself (Tú 



 359

In Lak’Ech: What I do affects you, and vice-versa. We have a relationship – it’s 
not just what I can get from you, it’s also what I can offer you. You nurture and 
respect a relationship because you can offer something to that person. 72 

 
Emiliano, who is hoping to become a doctor, went on to give this personal example: 
 

I don’t want to be a doctor because of money; [rather,] I feel like I’ve been given 
opportunities, so since I can, I should, and then I’ll be able to offer myself to 
people. 
 

I sought to clarify by restating to Emiliano my understanding of his interpretation of In 

Lak’Ech with the following: “So, one gets satisfaction not only from what others give to 

you, but from what you can give back to them?” Emiliano made a correction to my 

rephrasing – a significant distinction that marked the difference between In Lak’Ech as a 

principle of reciprocity and one of a deeper ethic of fundamental interrelatedness, in 

which is the implicit awareness that one’s choice and actions, good or bad, affect all other 

individuals: 

It’s not about “satisfaction,” because that’s still about getting something... Maybe 
you don’t gain, or you even lose [in the particular interaction], but you may get 
that back later. 
 

Ultimately, In Lak’Ech proved to be a powerful synthetic formulation of this concept of 

interrelatedness, and was invoked in some way by virtually all of the continuing activist 

youth during interviews and other dialogues. In the following, I explore various 

articulations of the philosophy with activist youths’ ethics of social justice action and 
                                                                                                                                                 
eres mi otro yo/ Si te hago daño a tí/ Me hago daño a mi mismo/ Si te amo y respeto/ Me amo y respeto yo 
[sic]. In extensive searching, I have been able to learn nothing more of the origins of this phrase, and 
cannot conclusively confirm that it is indeed a Mayan phrase or sentiment. Nonetheless, the mythological 
aspects of its ontogeny – the commonly shared Mesoamerican past – hold as much, or more, import than its 
literal origins, whatever they may be (whether deeply historical or more recent) for the youth activists who 
invoke the phrase. The first use of the phrase in movimiento appears to date to 1973 with Luis Valdéz’s 
narrative poem, Pensamiento Serpentino, in a portion that reads: “IN LAK’ECH: Tú eres mi otro yo/ Somos 
espejos para cada uno./ We are mirrors to each other./ Así que no andes criticando [so don’t go 
criticizing]/ o mlatratando a otras gentes [or mistreating other peoples]/ deal with your own límites 
[limits] / The way to fight racism is with non-racism/ The way to fight violence is with non-violence/ Pero 
de todos modos ACTUA [but nevertheless ACT]/ ACT, EVOLVE/ Hay [there is] EVOLUTION y [and] 
RE-EVOLUTION. (Váldez 1994:191) 
72 Note that Emiliano is using the impersonal “you” in these comments. 



 360

other forms of communal engagement and action, and ultimately suggest that the 

disposition encapsulated in In Lak’Ech represents a distinctly new phenomenon in 

Chicana/o social justice activism – one which moves even beyond the communality of 

carnalismo, and which manifests, in its essence, the core elements of not only indigenous 

social theory but some of the world’s most longstanding ethical and spiritual traditions. 

 

7.2.5  Encountering the “Enduring Self” 
 

If we take seriously critiques of political economic analytical lenses that argue 

that “relationality” has been insufficiently acknowledged or studied, we are inevitably 

moved beyond structural understandings of individual and collective motivations toward 

social justice action (or, “activism”) to multiplex, additional vantages of understanding. 

Black-Cherokee Poet and activist Zainab Amadahy (2011), pressing for “indigenous” 

approaches to social theory, has argued elegantly that, 

Marxism, socialism and anarchy do not address relationality, that is the 
interrelatedness and inter-connectedness of all life – past, present and future ... 
Relationality is inadequately understood and still seen as an appendix to existing 
theory, rather than a legitimate and viable worldview in and of itself. 
 

While Chicana feminist writings have consistently called for an attention to 

intersectionality and articulations of categories of lived experience, the “relationality” 

that Amadahy refers to here invokes another dimension – what is sometimes termed the 

spirit, or soulful “enduring self” (Hemmings 2006:133) that all humans possess, and 

understand and express through socially and culturally specific forms of terminology. 

The theme of interconnectedness that was woven throughout my informants’ discussions 

of social justice work indeed repeatedly called into attention this still-fluid and 

responsive, yet intrinsically “core” self. Xochitl, like Emiliano, spoke of In Lak’Ech as 
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emblemizing a newfound awakening to a deeper self that was also a place of peace and 

reconciliation. I was asking about Xochitl’s name, which she has recently chosen to spell 

in a Nahuatl fashion,73 when she began to explain her overall interest in Mesoamerican 

and indigenous history, and quickly arrived at the significance of In Lak’Ech to her: 

Xochitl: I love what I was taught in classes. I absolutely loved the history ... It 
wasn’t so much that we learned about the Aztec history,74 but what I did learn, 
what I did get from it was the... the paradigms, you know, “You are my other 
me,” and... 

 
LS: “In Lak’Ech?” 

 
NG: Yeah, In Lak’Ech. And that’s what I absolutely stuck to. 

 
LS: What was it about that that was... gripping to you? 

 
Xochitl: About In Lak’Ech? ... It was, you know, not only thinking about my 
actions, but about other people, and thinking about why, you know, “Why do I 
talk to you like that?”, “Why do I talk to my dad like that?” ... Just the way it 
pertains to my life, and how I treat– how I treated other people, most significantly 
my dad. Because he’s my father, and he did his best to raise me, and I, just being 
really aware of that, and having– In Lak’Ech, I had taped In Lak’Ech to my door 
so that every time I walked out of my room, I’d see, you know, In Lak’Ech... And 
just – that’s how, I guess you could say, in love I was... in love I was, with this 
poem [of the same name, In Lak’Ech]. 

 
LS: It made you feel– Tell me if this is what you’re saying, I’m trying to rephrase 
to make sure I understand. When you’re talking about that love, is it that it made 
you feel like you were... part of.... a group? Or part of a community? Or you were 
connected to people... 

 
Xochitl: I think that, um, as an individual who had, mmm, struggled a lot, 
previously, I felt that I could understand that, you know, instead of having people 
telling me that, you know, whatever... fuck ’em... whatever... (trails off). It was a 
different way of seeing – it’s not that I felt that I was a part of something, it was a 
different perspective on life. And I had never really... you know, people would tell 
you, “Treat others like how you would want to be treated” – whatever, who cares? 
– like, you know, “I’ll treat them the way I want to treat them”... 

                                                 
73 Recall that “Xochitl,” which is a historical Nahuatl name, is a pseudonym. The student herein called 
“Xochitl” has a western name that she has reformulated with an approximated “Nahuatl” spelling. 
74 Note that I asked Xochitl to confirm that it was her understanding that In Lak’Ech is Aztec in origin, 
which she confirmed. However, In Lak’Ech was by all other youth, as well as the Raza Studies classroom 
teachers, attributed to Mayan culture. 
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LS: So that didn’t really register with you? 

 
Xochitl: No, it didn’t. But when someone actually broke it down to me, the way 
[my Raza Studies teacher] did, it was like, “Wow, I had no idea...” And I felt like 
I had finally connected with my self. And after that, I felt like I could– ever since 
I realized what this poem meant, like I– like I felt... I guess you could say I felt 
like I was a part of something: I felt like I was a part of a family. That was the 
class. And that was my colleagues; that was my teacher. And I felt like I finally 
had, you know, love in my life. It’s the only way I could really explain it! 

 
LS: You said that, “I connected with my self” – when you say that, do you mean... 
what do you mean? Is there a way you can help break that down a little more for 
me? 

 
Xochitl: I guess you could say that... maybe, maybe I did, I finally felt a part of 
something, and that having – I felt like I had an identity. 

 
LS: What would you have called that– like, that you had an identity that is... 
Xochitl? Or that is... a student? or that is... Native American, or... 

 
Xochitl: Probably just, to feel, human... to feel... Like, I’m actually, you know, on 
this world for a short amount of time, and that– Do I want to be happy, or do I 
want to be sad? I felt, you know, like a human, and I had never really felt like that 
before. No one had ever talked to me... the way... that poem had. And that’s, a 
couple words, a couple lines... 
 

Stanton-Salazar and Spina made important contributions to the intellectual dialogue 

around origins and foundations of youth resiliency. In this work (i.e., 2000, 2003), they 

wrote extensively about not only youths’ interactions with powerful (adult) institutional 

actors, but also within peer relationships, focusing on the contours and significance of 

peer social capital. The theorists identified as important the principle of reciprocity in 

youths’ peer relationships:  

Key to ... peer capital formation among adolescents are the principles and rules of 
engagement similarly found among adults, particularly the norm of reciprocity. 
Adolescents expect to repay favors and to have their favors repaid. The equality 
of a relationship, or the opportunity to play both receiver and giver, although 
seldom a principle in adolescent-adult relations (e.g., with teachers), is paramount 
in peer relationships. 
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Intriguingly, however, Emiliano’s explanations of the ethic driving his desire to be a 

doctor confronts head-on this argument about reciprocity’s salience in peer’s 

relationships: recall that Emiliano said, of his belief about the need to serve one’s 

community (whether as a doctor, as he hoped to do, or otherwise): “Maybe you don’t 

gain, or you even lose [in the particular interaction], but you may get that back later.” 

This was not a delayed form of reciprocity that Emiliano was talking about; instead, 

Emiliano has repeatedly stressed the importance of social justice action for the reason 

that it constitutes a moral imperative for the individual who is “awake” to social injustice, 

and his/her own ability to act on this knowledge. 

Thus Emiliano’s interpretation and explanation of conscientizacíon challenge 

current youth-scholarship understandings of the importance of reciprocity and fair and 

“even” return in youths’ peer relationships. In fact, the new, transformed nature of 

Emiliano’s social justice action, upon his “awakening,” became expressed as oriented 

toward the greater good of all humans, whether they were aware of his work or not. 

Dolores, who was the only youth activist to call upon the concepts of selfless service and 

fundamental interdependence without drawing on the explicit terminology and 

philosophy of In Lak’Ech, put it in this way: “I think people make differences every day, 

good or bad... But we all make differences.” 

To my knowledge, no scholarly literature exists on youths’ commitment to peers 

and community as evincing the deep morality and ethics of what we might call an 

energetic reciprocity – or the notion familiar to students of Buddhism, and in Hinduism 

denoted as “karma,” that individuals perceive, accumulate, respond to, and transform or 

re-embody “negative” (disempowering) and/or “positive” (life-affirming) energy in a 
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continuous cycle. This “energy,” as understood within the two particular spiritual 

disciplines, is itself the psychic residue of choices and actions either skillfully made – in 

other words, with integrity and selflessness, for the greater good of both the self and all 

other beings; or unskillfully made, generating disempowerment and psychic pain for the 

self and all other beings, since (via the rippled effect of ensuing choices and behaviors) 

all beings are affected by each other. Thus, the benefit of one becomes the benefit of all, 

and the detriment of one becomes the detriment of all. 

 While this topic is one that moved me deeply, and which startled me as it 

resonated so keenly with my own deeply held beliefs about the potential of social justice 

activism for self-transformation simultaneous to larger-society change, my understanding 

and exploration of the subject remains very initial, and I thus leave it here, to be 

approached in more depth in future fieldwork. I do, however, return to the various 

insights articulated throughout this larger section one last time in the following section, 

“Movement” Toward Integratioņ as I conclude my evaluation of today’s Chicana/o 

Movement in Tucson. 

 

7.3  “Movement” toward Integration: A Chicana/o Movimiento for the 21st Century 
 

While my purpose in this dissertation has been, fundamentally, to build an 

understanding of the reasons and ways in which youth engage in activist causes and 

activities – specifically, with the cause of social justice action consonant with the goals of 

the historic and contemporary Chicano Movement, as such action obtains in a large city 

on the U.S.-Mexico border – this pursuit has quite naturally led me to some initial 

observations on today’s movimiento at large. Specifically, a number of possibilities and 
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pitfalls inherent to today’s Movement activities in Tucson have emerged throughout this 

dissertation. In this section, I’d like to revisit those by considering their collective import 

for local Movement activity. 

Overall, I believe that some of the most hopeful – and qualitatively new – 

elements of today’s Chicanismo are found in a move toward integration, on multiple 

fronts. To begin with, today’s youth activists exhibited a renewed concern for 

immigration, and immigrants’ rights, in a way, and articulated through a language, that 

asserted the common causes and concerns of new immigrants and first-, second- and 

multi-generation Mexican Americans. Their causes and concerns, thus, were conceived to 

be integrated – one and the same – with those of all others in a larger community of 

Mexican-ness in the U.S. – and particularly, on the border. Secondly, today’s youth 

activists do not seem to, on the whole, exhibit the frustration with their parents’ 

generation that was evidenced by many in the 1960s movements. Instead, and while 

many youth within this ethnography met challenges and, at times, resistances in sharing 

their newfound knowledge and politicized orientations with their parents, there was 

nonetheless a broad attempt at parental and community education – youth, thus, believed 

themselves integrated into this larger community, not wholly separate from the 

experiences or subjectivities of their parents, and committed themselves to enabling the 

conscientización of their parents just as teachers and other adult mentors had supported 

their conscientización as students. I witnessed repeatedly, even as students’ at times 

expressed exasperation with their parents, a broader compassion for the at-times 

abbreviated critical consciousness of these parents, as well as that of other family 

members. 
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Thirdly, I witnessed a form of integration that, again, hearkens back to youths’ 

belief that they were part of a broader community sharing common concerns: While 

many of these youth – and all of the continuing activists – had at times been engaged in 

extremely public and explosive forms of public protest and social unrest, many had 

committed themselves (either in addition to, or subsequent to, “activist” engagement as 

commonly conceived) to formalized community organizing, or community education. 

Not necessarily in opposition to the rhetoric of “revolution” (even if rarely using such 

terminology) these youth seemed to move toward a commitment to the evolution of 

communities that would be empowered by subaltern renderings of history and subaltern 

approaches to politicized topics in both the informal and formal political spheres. I 

address this topic one last time in the following section, as I consider it to be one of the 

most significant emergent in my data for the present and future possibility of the local 

and larger movimiento. Meanwhile, the fourth element of integration apparent to me in 

the analysis of this data was that which I identified and discussed extensively in both 

Chapter Five, in the context of mother-activists, and the previous section here, in the 

context of mind-body, contemplative, and ritual practice by continuing activists: the 

integration of youths’ social justice work with intrinsic senses of meaning, and deepest 

held senses of self and purpose in the world. 

In the following two parts of this section, I consider the import of hopeful trends 

and internal discrepancies and challenges, both, for today’s movimiento and its future 

potential for Chicana/o youth liberation. In the remaining part of this section, I briefly 

engage the “questions that remain” at the conclusion of this ethnography, with some 

suggestions for their future address. 



 367

 

7.3.1  A Movement of Revolution and Evolution? From Activism to Community 
Organization 
 

The theme of revolution-to-evolution is significant for its emergence in several 

different contexts, and in several different colorations. It was the shift within many 

continuing activist youth from something identified as “activism” to activity termed 

social justice “organizing,” “education,” or “mentorship.” Importantly, in all of the youth 

who described such a shift, earlier engagement had been characterized as militant, 

engaging of immediate, highly politicized issues, and broadly visible. In the context of 

my starting questions for this ethnographic research – including, What does it mean to 

self-identify as “activist”? Is this the term youth use to denote their involvement in social 

justice action?, and When? Where? How? or Why not? – this theme was additionally 

significant, in that it illustrated the fluid and complex nature of “activist” terminology 

usage and significance. While there are critiques implicit in this self-naming shift, there 

are also, I argue, new possibilities inherent to such a refocus on “organizing” or “popular 

education” in the collective redressment of social justice topics. 

To begin with, the critique of “activists” implicit within youths’ shift toward 

“organizing,” as we saw earlier, invoked the “showiness” of activism, its quick-burning 

character. Self-named “activists” were sometimes seen to be attention-seeking individuals 

with a strong passion, perhaps, for the issues at hand; but a lack of long-term 

commitment and ability for the gritty and unglamorous work of sustained action. These 

individuals might show up at protests and marches, but would likely be subsequently 

unavailable for the weekly meetings and other regular commitments of long-term, long-

range movement-building. In the feminist critique that emerged in Chapter Five, such 
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activists might show up at a public protest or community event and “grab the mic,” but be 

unaware that someone else had organized for water and ice for protestors; or was cooking 

the event participants lunch and cleaning up after them in order to facilitate the 

community event. A turn toward the terminology of “community organization” and 

“education,” thus, indicated – in part – youths’ commitment to such sustained action for 

long-term social justice topics such as immigration, access to education, community food 

security, and others. 

I suggest that a turn toward community organizing type approaches – whether 

they supplant or supplement other forms of activism – is hopeful for two principal 

reasons. The first is that this work becomes embedded in youths’ daily, quotidian lives; 

thus, the work needs no special tools or circumstances for its sustenance. Indeed, these 

youth are always working for the benefit for the Movement if they simply continue to 

educate their peers and communities via simple conversation. The potential for burnout in 

this form of work is less imminent, since commitment to the causes, and awareness of the 

various ways in which they can be acted on, remains – even if the individual does not 

remained involved in the more explosive “activist” events. The potential for burnout is 

further stemmed by the integration that occurs for many of these youth when their “social 

justice community” (as Kali often called it) becomes one and the same with their 

“communities of caring” (the term I have proposed in Chapter Four for communities of 

authentic mutual concern, as well as social justice action) – such as is the case for many 

youth who became involved with Calpolli Cihuatontli, and also was the case for women, 

particularly mother-activists, who invested in networks and lineages of feminist peer 

education and support. These communities of caring, in turn, support youths’ deeper 
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inquiries into personal meanings and psychospiritual orientations. A focus on organizing 

and building community also resonates, finally, with many youth activists’ poignantly 

expressed desire to begin constructing, after their extensive practice deconstructing (as 

through the learning of various critical theories and analytical paradigms for the 

contestation of hegemony). These youth, as they engage in long-term community 

organizing and building, are working both for and through the web of larger 

communities, and thus can also draw on the additional support and sustenance that is 

carnalismo. 

The second element of such a paradigm shift that I consider auspicious concerns 

the movimiento overall. Movement activity that includes the conscientización of 

community members through youths’ work within a Freirian popular education paradigm 

is fundamentally replicable – and even, at best, self-replicating (via sustained shifts in 

communities’ awareness and orientation toward power and resources). This is 

particularly important if Ethnic Studies curricula, for instance, are successfully eliminated 

by the state, since such information will need to be transmitted informally in community 

settings, if no longer through formal school curricula. 

 

7.3.2  Mujeres and the Movimiento: Revisiting the Role of Women for Movement 
Sustainment 
 

Among the most significant destabilizing forces within today’s Chicana/o 

Movement, I argue, is the tension between patriarchal discourses, paradigms, and modes 

of action, and feminist critiques of such.75 In the continued elision of women’s 

                                                 
75 Although I have not, to this point, discussed the adoption of feminist critiques and orientations toward 
Movement activity (or other actions for social justice) by men, I would like to point out that they do in fact 
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multilayered voices and mulitplex approaches to social justice organizing and action is, I 

strongly suggest, the potential for a destabilizing crisis within both local and larger 

Movement activities. More subtlely, the continued invisibility or delegitimation of 

women’s activist and organizing work renders the Movement all the weaker, since 

women not only demonstrate a significant portion of the public face of the movimiento 

but also hold potential for vast expansion of the Movement through their apparent 

willingness to do much of the grounded, and background, work of social justice 

organizing. 

Among the most significant of the recurring themes in observations and 

interviews with young women activists was an appeal to collective approaches toward 

action – including within the preliminary processes of community-building, 

consciousness-raising, and issue identifying. Orientations toward collectivity were 

certainly visible in young men, too, and were rendered most evident through the 

evolution of carnalismo within the founding SJEP cohort. However, I observed in the 

young women’s interviews something of a different magnitude and quality – something 

quantitatively and qualitatively different. By “quantitatively different,” I mean that the 

frequency of references to the “collective,” or “collaboration,” by women was suggestive 

of a broadly shared and deeply held concern. Equally significantly, the “qualitative 

differences” that I observed included not only the attribution of full organizing and 

activist potential to the development of both goals and approaches within the collective, 

collaborative framework, but also involved an unrelenting call for the dissolution of 

imposed borders between the “self” and the “collective,” such that the pursuit of social 

                                                                                                                                                 
exist – Emiliano, in fact, can often be seen to have taken a feminist approach to both social-justice topic 
analysis and involvement, informed by his colleagues Kali and others. 
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justice by the collective supports – rather than supersedes – the individuals’ pursuit of 

justice and equity in her own life. 

Whether we understand this call to collectivity and collaboration in all aspects of 

organizing and activism to be characteristically “female” or not, it nonetheless does help 

us, very simply, to recognize and identify collective mobilizations and individual 

iterations of “activist” engagement that heretofore have gone unnoticed, and have thus 

remained disparate from each other and only loosely – if at all – utilized in the service of 

a larger movement. This understanding might, as well, serve as a corrective to the long-

running contention that women’s organizing and activist work does not take place as 

commonly, or as forcefully, in the public realm as it does in the “private”; or that 

women’s critiques are “soft” – timid in both content and delivery when they invoke the 

creation of community, versus, or even in addition to, the struggle for social justice. 

 While the obviation of women’s full contributive potential, both intellectual and 

practical, renders the Movement weaker than it could be, there is even more significant 

disruptive potential in the continued elision of women’s deeply held concerns about, and 

critiques of, movimiento activity itself. As we have seen, several generations of Chicana 

scholar-activists between the 1960s and today drew much-needed attention to the myriad 

ways in which the Movement has perpetuated patriarchy, even as it has simultaneously 

fought against other forms of repression. Among the perpetuators of patriarchy was the 

invisibility of gender, and the delegitimation of gendered experience and oppression, 

wrought by exclusive focus on nationalism or race (the important but limited tropes of 

cultural nationalism and CRT analytical frames were key in this sublimation of gender, 

and also other categories of lived experience and social disparity, to race or ethnicity). 
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Yet, many local male leaders do support, in theory at least, feminist principles and 

their corresponding action approaches. Mr. Clemente, for instance – the teacher within 

whose classroom I spent so many years – repeatedly demonstrated a particularly keen 

sensitivity to the silences of young women, and strongly challenged male students to 

listen to young women peers in the classroom. Further, he actively challenged young 

women to extend their own social critiques beyond the “safe” and socially accepted. This 

was a challenge that was sometimes, but not always, accepted by the young women 

themselves. However, on the whole, this ethnography has demonstrated that significant 

disparities continue between acknowledgement of feminist critiques and their translation, 

by male leaders, into the dismantling of their own continued (and unacknowledged) 

power. More disheartening still, contestations of patriarchy and male power by women 

within the local social justice community were demonstrated, in the stories revealed by 

young women activists, to elicit little more than dismissive replies: that youthful women 

critics are too young, too inexperienced, or otherwise not-quite legitimate enough to issue 

such challenges. These young women’s efforts were not always supported, further, by 

older women, who at times made excuses for their male colleagues, or else retreated into 

separate spaces or modes of social justice action. 

A significant question remaining for the Movement, then, is this: What becomes 

of a local movement grounded, in part, in Freire’s insights regarding liberation and 

decolonization, and within which some actors fundamental to that movement continue to 

disregard their own implication in the repression and (patriarchal) colonization of their 

carnalas? This is a question that I have only barely begun to answer, and my keenest 
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hope is that its imminent analysts are the precise young women who are now articulating 

this same critical question. 

 

7.3.3  The Movement Forward: Questions that Remain 

 If I have succeeded in writing the dissertation I had hoped to write, it will have 

raised as many questions as it has sought to answer. In this section, I revisit a few such 

emergent questions, and suggest how we might begin to pursue their illumination. I have 

no doubt that the astute reader of this work will identify many others that I have not yet 

even begun to consider. 

 

Activism and its Discontents: How Do We Learn from Attrition? 

Because of the methodology of this study, which followed and conducted 

interviews with high school youth passing through conscientización toward, or marked by 

involvement in nascent forms of, activism; and with continuing activist youth who, 

naturally, evidenced the ability and motivation to continue; I can say very little about the 

diverging interests or discontents of those not visibly involved. However, I hope to have 

illustrated throughout this dissertation that interviews with continuing activists revealed 

that there are multiple forms and degrees of “activist” involvement; thus we might at least 

initially conclude that “activist” work and/or orientations are more diffuse than heretofore 

recognized. 

We might also consider that activist orientations might remain, and hold 

implications for future involvement potential, even when youth are not currently involved 

in organized activities, groups, or events. If this were the case, a significant question for 
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the Movement would become how to identify, re-ignite and mobilize these orientations in 

times of movement consolidation and advancement. Kali, indeed, noted that one of her 

close friends from Montañita, and a student in the first cohort of the SJEP in 2003 – Esme 

– became suddenly and deeply involved in several semi-covert social actions during 2010 

when community protests and fury around Arizona legislative bill SB1070 were reaching 

an apex. Esme’s involvement, according to Kali, remains periodic, but inconsistent. Such 

modes of engagement suggest that perhaps exists a population of incipient activists – too 

busy, preoccupied, or otherwise engaged to participate consistently in community-

organizing type efforts, but with the enduring politicization that catalyzes them to action 

during periods of communal crisis and intense social unrest. These, perhaps, are the 

incipient solidarios, the powerful masses of the Movement embodying Crossley’s 

(2002:189) “resistance habitus” – a notion developed from Bordieu’s concept of 

“habitus,” and one with which I hope to explore in later work. 

 

Azteca/Maya Rhetoric and Symbology, and the Synthesizing Role of Common 
“Indigeneity” 
 
 Explicit in the Plan Espiritual de Aztlán was the association of Chicano cultural 

nationalism with a shared “indigenous” ancestry. This common indigeneity referred 

largely to the Chicano nation’s presumably common Aztec roots, and the nation’s 

ancestral homeland included the lands of the southwestern United States that were part of 

the Aztecs’ domain prior to conquest. Because these indigenous roots are the shared 

ancestry of all, regardless of later immigration status, generation, or even ethnic mixing, 

they are common to all members of the Chicano (“mestizo”) nation. Further, the focus on 

a common, indigenous, past is an express de-identification with European colonizers, and 
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by extension with the Eurocentrism of U.S. hegemonic structures and discourses. Azteca 

symbology therefore continues to be powerfully associated with pride in Mexican origin 

and U.S.-based Chicano liberation, both – more and more imagery on classroom posters, 

websites, and individual and organizational social media profiles (Facebook, for instance) 

includes the scrolled animalistic and humanoid deities of the ancient Aztecs, along with 

the much later, stylized depictions of “Aztec” warriors and princesses. Similarly, Nahuatl 

words are repeatedly invoked by youth and their teachers – with some youth even re-

casting their names in “Nahuatl” spelling. And, as previously discussed, Azteca 

ceremonial dancers and drummers can increasingly be found at public events, both 

cultural and political. 

 This romance of the indigenous common past is not limited to the symbolic, 

however; a powerful communal awakening and ensuing classroom conversation occurred 

during my participant observation in 2007, when I documented the following in my 

fieldnotes: 

When I arrived in the classroom this morning, the class was already in animated 
discussion – not typical for the beginning of this 1st period class. Mr. Clemente 
explained that most of the students had attended a presentation the previous day 
by Guatemalan health and human rights workers; it was clear that many of the 
students had been stirred by what they had learned about living, work, and 
educational conditions in Guatemala. Allison professed to being curious about 
and impressed by portions of the presentation that documented traditional Mayan 
folkways, saying, “it seems like watching a movie, thinking about life there.” She 
added that she felt “proud” of all of the languages that came before Spanish for 
Latinos (referring to, in this case, Mayan). 

 
While the students’ experience with the Guatemalan Mayans documented in these 

fieldnotes was unique in its “exotic”-ness – the mythical past of the Maya and Aztecs 

were rarely connected to the living reality of (for instance) Mayans in Mexico and 

Central America – the resounding curiosity about “traditional” and indigenous practices 
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was nonetheless echoed across participant observations and interviews. At times this 

curiosity was manifested in abstract, symbolic ways, as earlier noted; but at other times, it 

was invoked in deeply immediate and personal ways. We have seen that Jolene, for 

instance, described growing up much darker-skinned than the majority of her friends, her 

self-consciousness becoming visceral as she felt her skin rendering her more indio than 

her Mexican-descent friends. In her adult years, however, Jolene has come to move into, 

rather than away from, that identity of indigeneity, guiding herself and her father, both, 

into an exploration of his (and her) Opata ancestry in their familial homeland of Sonora, 

Mexico. 

 Yet, in all of this, I observed Yaqui students to manifest distinct forms of 

engagement with the Raza Studies and SJEP curricula, and the one Yaqui continuing 

activist of my ethnography – Xochitl – had found an ideological home in Raza Studies, 

not Native American Studies, whose curriculum and instruction, she explained, had 

simply not engaged her. While Xochitl continued to identify as Yaqui, she did not 

explicitly link her engagement to her native-ness, and the subjects of her activist 

mentorship did not necessarily include other Yaqui youth. Two Tohono O’Odham 

students were among the first students of the SJEP in 2003, and both were gone by the 

end of the first semester of the SJEP, at the end of their junior year: one transferred to the 

Tohono O’Odham charter school, also in Tucson, but the other officially dropped out of 

school for good. Only one other student transferred out of that year’s cohort (a young 

woman who became pregnant and moved to a smaller, charter school for the duration of 

her pregnancy). 
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 I additionally observed a notable exception in the rhetoric of community- and 

movement-building across eight years of movimiento observation in Tucson – rarely, if 

ever, did ideas of solidarity-building with the state’s largest tribes – including Apache 

and Navajo – arise. While the Navajo nation is located at the opposite end of the state 

from Tucson, there are nonetheless a number of Navajo students at the local University of 

the Southwest. Similarly, while one of the historical settlements of the Apache is just a 

few hours away, in Phoenix – and the Apache, previously local to Tucson as well, were 

an indisputable part of Tucson’s history (indeed, the first to fight white colonization and 

Western expansion in the region) – I heard few references to a shared common cause of 

regional Chicanismo with such regionally indigenous populations. 

 While the particular cast of indigeneity that characterizes Chicanismo on the 

whole has clearly effected powerful forms of cross-cultural and cross-generational 

solidarity, one wonders whether its regional manifestations might in fact prove limiting to 

its potential for larger solidarities, where, in places like Tucson, the mythical past of 

indigeneity is inextricably linked to various real, lived presents, with their various real 

and particular political agendas. This, to me, seems one of the most immediately 

important, and intellectually rich, avenues for further ethnographic exploration. 

 

7.4  Youth Movements and the Contest over Nation and Nationalisms 
 

It is the emergent “global” sensibility of adolescence and young adulthood that 

elites respond to and coopt or repress in their continuing attempts to define and defend 

nationalisms. And it is precisely this broader global awareness and emergent sense of 

social responsibility, too, that – as we have already seen in the context of youth activists 
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in Tucson – manifest as youthful struggles for social justice. While pervasive myths of 

youth have ascribed to young people, alternately (Muñoz 1989), (a) political ignorance 

and apathy, or (b) riotous, inarticulate, and unruly protest (often conceived as the whining 

“complaint” of entitlement), youth involvement in movements is directly attributable to 

individual and collective struggles for meaning. Anthropology, of course, has a long 

history of inquiry into individuals’ and societies’ approaches to meaning-making; in its 

essence, anthropology is the exploration of humans’ multi-modal ways of being in 

“relationship with others and with the world” (Freire 1997:3). I’ve documented, within 

this dissertation, the myriad ways in which engagement with local social justice activism 

serves to promote educational investment and opportunity for disenfranchised youth, 

weave these youth into powerfully supportive communities of caring, and deepen and 

consolidate individual senses of “self,” or purpose in the world. It appears abundantly 

evident, thus, that social justice activism holds powerfully transformative potential for 

marginalized youth. Yet, activism such as that manifested in Tucson, which is born from 

a contestation of hegemonic nationalism, and de-legitimizes the arbiters of “authentic” 

nationalism and national belonging themselves, draws powerfully repressive responses 

from both these institutional agents of hegemony and other marginalized peoples. 

I explore some ways in which we might begin to understand this phenomenon by 

addressing, first, what has been described as a convergence of anxieties and debates over 

youth with anxieties and debates over national development. Following this, I briefly 

explore theorizations of race and nation-building, including the implicit negotiation of 

“self” versus “other,” in order to contextualize and deepen a later discussion of the 

intense reactions by many community members, whether elite or non-elite, to Tucson’s 
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Ethnic Studies program and the its youth activist graduates and supporters. Before 

bringing the discussion back to the local context of Tucson, however, I explore the 

resonances of local social justice activity with powerful, emergent youth-led 

contemporary movements worldwide. 

 

7.4.1  Reproducing the Nation: Youth as Vanguard and Threat 
 

Scholars have noted the simultaneous valorizing and villainizing of youth in 

Western popular media for many decades. Even as youth is seen to be the vanguard of 

cultural and – more recently – technological innovation, so too is its liminal and creative 

positionality, vis-à-vis larger society, construed to hold dangerous potential for both the 

individual and her society. Wright (2008:20) has suggested that industrialization in the 

United States and Europe ushered in with it this correlation of social concerns about 

youth with concerns for the “ascendancy” of the nation at large, and cites Lesko (2001), 

who 

... concludes that given the common turn-of-the-century usage of emotive and 
moral language, metaphors and narratives to describe and categorize youth, the 
nascent youth discourse appears to have been a useful realm in which the 
discussion of youth actually represented the dominant concerns and anxieties of 
adults. 

 
Youth still, as a category, emblemizes adult anxieties of nation and nationhood, argues 

Griffin (1993:197-198): 

“Youth” is still treated as a key indicator of the state of the nation itself: it is  
expected to reflect the cycle of booms and troughs in the economy; shifts in  
cultural values over sexuality, morality and family life; and changes in class  
relations, concepts of nationhood, and occupational structures. To some extent the 
nation itself is produced and understood through representations of “youth.” The  
treatment and management of “youth” is expected to provide the solution to a  
nation's “problems,” from “drug abuse,” “hooliganism,” and “teenage pregnancy”  
to inner city “riots.” 
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With respect to the youth of the founding Chicano movements, Muñoz (1989) contended 

that “psycho historical” and other analytical approaches had viewed youth movements as, 

essentially, unruly “rebellions” fueled by deeper, unconscious drives. According to these 

analyses, the militant youth of social uprisings did not respect the system or ideals of 

“true” liberal democracy. Thus, Muñoz summarizes, “[t]he problem posed by student 

movements, they argue, is a function of individual behavior and not of the nature or 

structure of political institutions in advanced capitalist society” (ibid.:13; emphasis in 

original). Ultimately, suggests Torres (2007:542), nation-states have a deeply vested 

interest in not only “managing” their youthful citizens, the vanguard of tomorrow’s 

citizenship, but in shaping these youths’ acquiescence to hegemonic political processes – 

since the key component of the supposed egalitarianism of “democracy” is voting, as well 

as other forms of engagement in formal political processes: 

Modern nation states have tied their political processes to the actions of citizens 
and therefore have become preoccupied with developing “the good citizen.” 
Youth have been positioned as the key to this social experiment. 
 

Meanwhile, the actual utility of engagement with formal political processes for 

challenging hegemonic actors and their assemblages of power is the subject of vigorous 

and keen debate. As the next section suggests, the nation-state must work diligently to 

maintain citizens’ belief in their own supposed access to resources – these resources both 

the material and symbolic rewards of national belonging – in order to obviate recognition 

and contestation of the extreme disparities between elite and non-elite access. Yet 

hegemonic actors are not quick to relinquish the material gains of their position; thus, the 

rewards of normative national citizenship (and attendant hegemonic acquiescence) often 

include, in the characteristic absence of material advantage, symbolic currency – 
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“whiteness” versus “non-whiteness,” for instance; or “assimilated” versus 

“unassimilated,” dysfunctional ethnicity (cf. Stauber 2002). 

 

7.4.2  “Deep Down Inside, We Want to Be Part of This Great Society”: Race, Class 
and Myths of Elite Access 
 

At the same time that the category of “youth” renders all youth possible threats to, 

or promise for, the perpetuation of symbolic and material elements of national hegemony, 

ethnicity and race become salient predictors of the attributed legitimacy or illegitimacy of 

youth of color, by class elites and non-elite whites, in national belonging. Legitimate 

national belonging is articulated through the tropes of entitled or non-entitled ethnicities, 

ethnic- and national-origins, and races; and ensuing forms of discrimination and 

challenges to inclusion are rendered not only from hegemonic to subaltern populations, 

but also from the subaltern of non-elite white to non-elite persons of color. Nationalism 

thus creates racisms both inflicted upon and articulated within class populations, 

paradoxically ensuring their continuation. 

As I argued in earlier work (Stauber 2002), this sort of ethnic and racial 

discrimination results from the same processes of hierarchization that prompts elites’ 

repression of “unassimilated,” or non-normative intra-national populations and cultural 

expressions, and serves the same purpose of differentiating “self” (or normative, 

hegemonic) and “other.” In the case of intra-national contestations of authenticity and 

entitlement to national resources (material and symbolic), however, the struggle is not 

only one to define the self in opposition to an extra-national other, but to align that self 

with the hegemonic group, or class elite, within the nation. C.P. Ellis (1995:318-319), a 

former chapter president for the Ku Klux Klan, gave voice to the phenomenon: 
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All my life, I had work, never a day without work, worked all the overtime 
I could get and still could not survive financially … Tryin to come out of 
that hole, I just couldn’t do it. I really began to get bitter. I didn’t know 
who to blame … Hatin America is hard to do because you can’t see it to 
hate it. You gotta have something to look at to hate … Deep down inside, 
we want to be part of this great society. Nobody listens, so we join these 
groups [like the KKK]. (emphasis added) 

 
Ellis succinctly accounts for the ways in which class and labor struggles are complexly 

intertwined with claims to nation and nationalisms: hierarchies organized by both 

race/ethnicity and class give rise to racisms, articulated through the rhetoric of 

“patriotism,” nationalism, or – as is increasingly the case on the U.S.-Mexico border – 

national defense. Because of the conceptual difficulty that Ellis notes – the cognitive 

dissonance of recognizing the inequity of one’s (perhaps otherwise romanticized and 

valorized) “motherland,” in which the socioeconomic character of the nation is dependent 

on economically deauthenticating certain populations even as it superficially and 

symbolically (here, through tropes of “Americanness” and “whiteness”) supports those 

populations’ claims to authentic national belonging – such individuals and collectives 

turn their incipient awareness of disparity or threat towards the less privileged, rather than 

more privileged, groups. In such contexts, lower economic status groups must highlight 

their symbolic higher status attributes (in the case of Ellis, a low-income white laborer, 

“whiteness” and its supposed ensuing claims to the symbolic and material trappings of 

“American-ness”), and in such a way intra-lower class racisms become engendered and 

perpetuated. 

While the U.S. context is distinct in many ways; and the U.S.-Mexico border 

region more so, in that it complicates claims to “national belonging” via the 

comparatively recent crossing of a political border crossing over a pre-existing 

population (among many other particularities previously addressed); similarly 
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complicated nationalistic hierarchies and resultant intra-national racisms and 

contestations of normativity and legitimacy have been extensively documented in the 

European context of “multiculturalism.” 

 

Local Youth Movements and their Global Resonances: Revolution in the Arab World, 
Riots in London – 2010-2011 
 

Social rebellion is always high when the fulfillment of youthful dreams is low. 
Riots are seldom started by senior citizens (Guzman 1966:6, as cited in 
Baldenegro 1992:54) 

 
 A scholarly shift from analysis of globalized articles and modes of consumption 

to one of shared sources of political-economic discontent and critique was, arguably, 

forced by the worldwide economic slowdown that began in the 2000s. With youth 

joblessness and overall dispossession reaching new peaks worldwide, one could argue 

that it was hardly surprising that 2010 and 2011 brought historically unparalleled youth 

and youth-led uprisings across the globe. The now-dubbed “Arab Spring,” which 

witnessed youth-led revolts in Tunisia, Egypt, Syria, Yemen, Bahrain, Libya, and other 

North African, Middle Eastern, and Persian countries gave way to youth protests (termed 

“riots,” not coincidentally, by the popular media) in England, youth-helmed occupations 

of public spaces in Spain, and the ensuing various post-“Occupy Wall Street” 

encampments across the globe – to which will be given more attention in a later section. 

In what may have been an unprecedented articulation of “globalization,” October of 2011 

saw youth activists of the “developing world,” the Egyptians who collectively toppled a 

powerful decades-long political regime, circulate a letter of support, guidance and insight 

to the members (largely youth or young adult, as well) of Occupy Wall Street (cf. 

Comrades from Cairo 2011). 
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 Yet while the explosive energy of counter-hegemonic revolt has spread across the 

globe in what we might call not only webs of information and influence, but also hope 

and solidarity – and while many of these movements embody fundamental critiques of 

late capitalism and 21st century globalization (something I will address in the final section 

of this chapter) – it must be remembered that these are nonetheless locally grounded 

movements responsive to locally iterated elements of globalization, as well as to the 

multiple and specific ways in which such globalizing iterations articulate with local 

cultures, concerns, and political-economic structures. In the following section, I gather 

the insights of this section – regarding the place of youth in the national imaginary, the 

race- and ethnicity-tinged contestations over national belonging, and the global trends in 

youth counter-hegemonic practices – to understand the local response, in Tucson, to 

debates and activism concerning Ethnic Studies in the schools and immigration in the 

region. 

 

7.5  Nationalism in Places: Theorizing Tucson’s Ethnic Studies and Immigration 
Debates 
 

Initiatives that focus on youth driven social action help young people achieve 
Blum’s “4Cs” of healthy youth development (Blum, 1988): (i) competence in 
areas such as literacy and interpersonal skills; (ii) connection to others through 
caring relationships; (iii) character-building through the promotion of values such 
as individual responsibility and community service; and (iv) confidence-building 
that fosters hope and a sense of success in setting and meeting goals. Youth action 
initiatives lead to the creation of supportive environments for youth involvement. 
They provide opportunities for youths to put their skills into action, and they 
position young people as valued and necessary community members. The 
resulting action can support social change in the form of healthy public policy. 
(Lombardo et al. 2002:364) 
 
Blum’s “4Cs of healthy youth development” in many ways parallel the major 

elements of educational empowerment that I identified, in Chapter Four, as deriving from 
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participation in Raza Studies and Social Justice Education (SJEP) curricula at Montañita 

High School. Raza Studies and SJEP students’ newfound engagement in school curricula, 

including as they learn to tackle challenging readings and fieldwork in the community, is 

evocative of a newfound “(i) competence in areas such as literacy and interpersonal 

skills”; The development of collectives of caring, grounded in felt qualities of 

carnalismo, equals “(ii) connection to others through caring relationships”; Formulation 

of “solutions” to identified social problems, and the willingness to begin a commitment 

of the whole self to the redress of such problems, mirrors “(iii) character-building through 

the promotion of values such as individual responsibility and community service”; and, 

finally: Seeing the results of their own social-justice action (however small) may equate 

with, in youth, “(iv) confidence-building that fosters hope and a sense of success in 

setting and meeting goals.” Thus – in theory – youth activists’ engagement would, in 

sum, “position young people as valued and necessary community members,” and “[t]he 

resulting action [could] support social change in the form of healthy public policy.” 

Yet, what we see in practice, in the responses to youth activism in Tucson and 

beyond, is quite different. We have established that youth are understood to be the 

vanguard of a nation’s citizenry, and thus inherently represent the future face and 

character of the nation. It is precisely because of this, in turn, that schools are such 

critical institutions of hegemonic-norm inculcation. The anti-Ethnic Studies battle in 

Tucson, which provides the ideological and material contexts within which much current 

youth activism is being conducted, is illustrative of the ways in which struggles over 

nationalisms occur in specific places, while also reinforcing the significance of schools as 



 386

institutions of nation-building and, thus, loci of such struggles. We might revisit, here, the 

insights of Levinson (2002:ix), who reminds us that: 

Schools are places where fundamental values and assumptions about cultural 
difference get played out in varying policies and practices, and where school 
actors – teachers, administrators, students, and their parents – develop strategies 
in response to one another and to prevailing policies. As institutions that 
“mediate” relationships between immigrant households and broader political-
economic structures (Lamphere, 1992), schools often crystallize the kinds of 
conflicts and accommodations around cultural differences occurring in others 
spheres of local and national society. 
 

In this section, I draw extensively on Bleeden et al.’s (2010) ethnography of anti-

Mexican immigration activists (self-termed “anti-illegal immigration activists”) to better 

understand the Ethnic Studies struggle and its relationship with nation-building and 

nationalisms. I begin by suggesting the importance of bilingual education elimination as 

an opening salvo in what was to become the “Ethnic Studies wars” (my own moniker), 

and then examine the revision and re-creation of national history that is fundamental to 

the project of white hegemony naturalization, and is oft invoked to delegitimize Ethnic 

Studies via the claim that such studies are “divisive” or simply represent “inauthentic” 

renderings of history. I contend, then, that the debate between supporters and opponents 

of Ethnic Studies curricula is one concerning the content of archetypal “American 

identity,” and regarding the authority to determine and promulgate “authentic” renderings 

of history. I conclude the section by examining these contentions within the larger 

struggles around immigration on the U.S.-Mexico border, and in the particular border 

region within which Tucson is located. 
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7.5.1  First Volley in the Ethnic Studies Wars: Eliminating Bilingual Education for 
the “Sake of the Nation” 
 

In the political timeline of the Ethnic Studies disputes in Tucson, it is no accident 

that the opening salvo by political opponents was a successful attempt to eliminate 

bilingual education from the city’s schools. In what has come to be an obvious attempt to 

dismantle serious efforts toward multicultural instruction in the school district, the assault 

on bilingual English/Spanish instruction reflected a commonality of battles for nations 

and nationalisms: language and language use as emblematic of the “nation.” Writing of 

their contemporary research with formally organized “anti-illegal immigration” activists, 

Bleeden et al. (2010:189-190) observe that, 

For them, undocumented immigrants bringing their own (non-American) culture 
represents a horrifying attack against a culture born, in large part, through 
language. These activists seek to preserve what they see as a singular, exceptional 
“American culture,” defined by one informant as “the sum total of the customs, 
beliefs, artistic creations, attitudes, goals, and norms that make a society what it is 
... American culture, then, defines Americanness. 

 
The authors continue by discussing the ways in which language, in turn, congeals and 

emblemizes “fictive ethnicity” (Balibar 1993), a construct strikingly similar to that of 

cultural nationalism: 

The idea that language – English, in this case – unifies America is deeply 
revealing ... We see this emphasis on language as fulfilling a specific need, one 
described by Etienne Balibar (1993). Following Balibar, we contend that a 
socially unifying entity is necessary given that no nation-state has a naturally 
occurring ethnic foundation. Instead, the various populations that comprise the 
nation-state are ethnicized, and a representation is thus constructed that appears to 
form a natural, delimited social formation identifiable by its shared origins. 
Balibar calls the group of people brought into being by the nation state “fictive 
ethnicity,” a “fabrication that enables the projection of a “pre-existing unity” (the 
nation) identifiable within and giving rise to the state (1993). Fictive ethnicity 
allows the projection of the image of the universal unity of the people so that each 
individual is assigned an ethnic identity. This identification then idealizes politics 
so that the state is thought to be the result of the nation ... Language, Balibar 
argues, is the primary means by which fictive ethnicity is produced. 
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The distinction between fictive ethnicity and cultural nationalism is the self-ascriptive 

quality of cultural nationalism, as opposed to the ascriptive quality of fictive ethnicity: In 

other words, cultural nationals must assert claims to their inclusion in the “nation” 

(which, also distinctly from that of fictive ethnics’, is a deterritorialized one); the 

nationals to which “fictive ethnicity” is ascribed are included by the nation-state in its 

self-defined population. Naturally, the tendency towards erasure of internal difference is 

eminent in nationalist ascriptions such as “fictive ethnicity,” as difference threatens to 

reveal, in a sense, the “fictiveness” of “fictive ethnicity.” Thus, non-normative language 

use thus presents a fundamental threat to the “naturalness” of the nation, and the fictive-

ethnic base to its superstructure. 

 

7.5.2  Consolidating National Heritage, Whitewashing National History 

 In addition to the erasure of internal difference, projects such as ascriptive fictive 

ethnicity must, we could assume, include the naturalization of a fictive history, or the 

extreme de-historicization of national heritage. Full accountings of history would, after 

all, include the diversity of internal populations and their subjectivities, revealing 

multiple histories. Giroux (1995:43) has summarized the political implications of such in 

the following way:  

[T]he construction of a right wing nationalism is a project of defining national 
identity through an appeal to a common culture that displaces any notion of 
national identity based upon a pluralized notion of culture with its multiple 
literacies, identities, and histories and erases histories of oppression and struggle 
for the working class and minorities. 
 

While Giroux ascribes this form of nationalism to just the political “right wing,” who are 

certainly the most vocal in their denigration of bilingual and diversity learning, I would 
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suggest that it is more pervasive. I would suggest, in fact, that – inasmuch as fictive 

ethnicity and fictive history operate hegemonically, via their beneficiaries’ unconscious 

and uncritical reproduction – they serve to continuously reify the normativity of elites’ 

privilege across political party lines. Further, as Lang (2001:119) reminds us, histories 

are both erased and recast within these dynamics, such that, at the crossover between the 

20th and 21st centuries, 

The political right has advanced [their] assault by alternately maligning and 
hijacking the legacy of the Civil Rights Movement – painting affirmative action 
programs for racial minorities as contrary to Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “dream” of 
a color-blind society (Wenger, 1980; Smith, 1999). 
 

In subtler iterations of historical revisionism such as the assault on the very meaning of 

“affirmative action” of Lang’s illustration, particular struggles and accomplishment by 

people of color are indeed acknowledged – a subtle distinction from Giroux’s formulation 

– but the meaning of their efforts and accomplishments is transformed. Thus, pivotal 

historical figures such as Martin Luther King, Jr. are invoked outside of the political and 

social complexities of their historical period, and their decontextualized words and 

struggles used to validate and justify vastly different aims. 

Freire has discussed de-historicization as fundamental to elites’ maintenance of 

their “natural” power, particularly in the educational process: 

History is not present within this context as a living, evolving force, but remains a 
past out there, an event that has happened. History is “lifeless and petrified” ... 
Because it has already occurred, history is registered as a permanence that molds 
the present, a superstructure: something that is both beyond their grasp and, yet, 
determining their existence. “Banking method emphasizes permanence ... a “well 
behaved” present, [and] a predetermined future.” Thus, critical consciousness is 
submerged by a reality presented “as if it were motionless, static, 
compartmentalized, and predictable.” (Freire 1980:52-65; as cited in Duarte 
1999:392) 
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We see such a nationalist panic in Ethnic Studies curricula opposers, who claim that Raza 

Studies or other Ethnic Studies are not “real,” or “American,” history; and who are 

clearly threatened by the “critical consciousness” inherent to curricula such as Ethnic 

Studies generally, and the SJEP specifically. 

 

7.5.3  Being American on the Border: The Melting Pot and Other Myths 

Ultimately, all of this suggests that the debate between supporters and opponents 

of Ethnic Studies curricula is one concerning the content of archetypal “American 

identity,” and regarding the authority to determine and promulgate “authentic” renderings 

of history – those which naturalize fictive ethnicity and its elite beneficiaries. In this 

dynamic it is clearly revealed how false is cultural and ethnic “melting pot” rhetoric, long 

adored in the mythology of U.S. cultural accommodation. The former State 

Superintendent of Public Instruction, who spearheaded the state-level movement to 

eliminate Ethnic Studies curricula, revealed this hypocrisy when, in one of many verbal 

assaults on Ethnic Studies in Tucson, he fell back on a self-congratulatory quote about 

Jews, like those of his Jewish ancestry, truly “valuing education” (in supposed contrast to 

Ethnic Studies students): 

What does being Jewish have to do with being the elected state superintendent of 
schools? It is pretty well known that I have brought a renewed emphasis on 
academics and rigor to education in Arizona. There is a long cultural tradition in 
Judaism of valuing scholarship. Max Dimont, in his book "Jews, God and 
History," tells a wonderful narrative of this long tradition. As long ago as the first 
century C.E., Jewish pregnant women would stand in the front yard of a scholar, 
hoping the fetus would absorb some scholarship through the air. (Horne 2006) 
 

Elites such as Horne rely on formulations like the “melting pot” to demand that others 

unquestioningly ascribe to fictive ethnicity; but they clearly invoke what they might 
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otherwise pejoratively call “identity politics” to laud their own – distinct – ethnic 

histories. Bleeden et al. (2010:192) recognized this as one of the inherent challenges and 

contradictions of nationalist projects such as those of U.S. anti-illegal immigration 

activists: 

The idea that America is a country of immigrants is the bedrock of American 
fictive ethnicity; as such, these activists must embrace this open aspect of both 
“American culture” and the Constitution. But these activists also contend that 
U.S. freedom is not guaranteed and that those who want to destroy American 
culture will do so from within, through cultural difference. On the one hand, then, 
these activists must embrace the openness of American culture; on the other hand, 
they must protect the citizenry from this openness ... Thus, American fictive 
ethnicity, geographic border, and the Constitution appear to require both openness 
and closedness. 

 
In the context of Tucson Unified School District, this tension between “openness” and 

“closedness” manifested in so-called political moderates’ calls to “compromise” in the 

Ethnic Studies debate. In the most visible and heatedly contested example, a school board 

member suggested that Ethnic Studies classes remain available to students, but without 

fulfilling state standards for core curricula. Ethnic Studies supporters, including many of 

the youth activists documented in this ethnography, immediately recognized this proposal 

as an inherent delegitimation of subaltern histories, a de-authenticization of marginal 

voices that spun them back out, again, to the margins of “real,” “American” history. 

The battle over Ethnic Studies is, however, just one – if an emblematic one, as 

well as in many cases a highly personal one – in a larger set of struggles being engaged 

by the youth activists of this study. One of the most significant struggles of today’s 

Chicana/o youth activists, as I have elaborated on in earlier chapters, has to do with 

immigration and documentation. While immigration struggles are being enacted across 

the country – in some cases, bringing large-scale Chicano youth mobilization into the 
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public eye for the first time in over forty years – I argue that the various components of 

the overall movimiento are shaped by regional specificities. In this final section, then, I’d 

like to broaden the discussion of nationalisms to consider the particular ways in which 

they are contested and formulated along the U.S.-Mexico border in a city like Tucson. 

This requires us to start by asking the very broad question, Why would individuals – 

exclusive of institutions and political or cultural elites – need to engage in a battle over 

the nation in the first place?, which Bleeden et al. do not attempt to comprehensively 

answer. I have discussed historical U.S.-Mexico border issues and disputes in Chapter 3, 

and here I would like to turn to what I consider to be the two most significant motivators 

of contemporary nationalist struggles – the first being most pronounced in border regions, 

but also evident across the U.S; and the second specific to the U.S.-Mexico border region. 

The first of these obtains in locations across the U.S., whether relatively close to 

or far from the border, and is the ideological battle to determine who deserves the wealth 

and services of the nation when those services and wealth are being intensely curtailed. In 

Tucson’s own history, for instance, we can see many periods of intensification of the 

debate around societal inclusion (read: provision of societal benefits to) both immigrants 

and long-standing Mexican-descent residents of the region, when the state or nation-

state’s economy was in a period of constriction (Sheridan 1992; Logan 1995). I would 

argue that this ideological battle, arising from practical struggles over access to 

presumably limited resources, is enacted principally between non-hegemonic groups. 

During economic downturns, it is rarely elites or elite institutions whose privilege is 

compromised. And though Bleeden et al. argue that anti-illegal immigration activists are 

as vocal about corporate greed and corruption, and corporate cooption of government 
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favors as they are of “illegal” immigration, what we see enacted along the border is very 

rarely (if ever) a critique of big business – and certainly not of the capitalist system which 

has enabled these corporations’ development into powerful politico-economic entities 

with, arguably, the coercive power of the nation-state. Rather, what we see predominantly 

are working class whites protesting bitterly about the material services of the nation-state 

which they are supposedly losing to individuals of color (“our schools are being taken 

over and are not able to educate our children sufficiently” is a common refrain; as is, 

“our hospitals are not able to serve us because of the strain on them by non-paying 

immigrant patients”). So, too, do they loudly protest the symbolic services of the nation 

which they are supposedly losing – specifically, inclusion in “Americanness,” to the 

exclusion of others not legitimately American (whether due to “illegal” status vis-à-vis 

immigration documentation, or to continued Spanish language use. 

The second element, as mentioned earlier, is, I believe, quite specific to the 

context of a city and region located just 100-some miles from the U.S. border with 

Mexico, and that is the perceived threat of actual invasion and actual physical harm – 

including possible loss of life, property, and livelihood – that is purported to accompany 

undocumented immigration. That apparent threat is reproduced through inflammatory 

rhetoric perpetuated by, largely, white elites. While real instances of violence do occur, 

far more often the threat is an apparent, not manifest, one (see, for instance, Arizona Gov. 

Jan Brewer’s blatantly fictive yet nonetheless still-reproduced claim of rampant 

beheadings in the Arizona desert by illegal entrants). This rhetoric is widely denounced 

by the political left and cultural critics as being deeply racist in nature. I would agree with 

this contention, but add a significant, elaborative, clause to the argument: that it is not a 
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subconscious impulse of racism unwittingly being given voice by opportunistic 

politicians, but rather a carefully crafted elite rhetoric following in a long history of 

similar invocations toward “action,” or vigilance, of non-elites toward other non-elites. 

These “calls to action” turn on a supposed threat to the nation, or its national “culture”; 

thus the “threats” are read by non-elite persons as assaults on their own authentic 

inclusion in the nation by those not worthy of inclusion. 

In the context of the border, the argument that some individuals are not worthy of 

U.S. citizenship can appear an easy and legitimate one, as illegal entrants have by 

definition challenged U.S. rule of law simply by entering the territory of the nation-state. 

Indeed, left-leaning critics are assailed for playing “identity politics” and being “un-

American” when they question political and popular discourses of undocumented 

immigrants’ illegality. Yet, anti-immigration rhetoric on the border equally often includes 

(sometimes explicitly, but most often implicitly) an attack on the legitimacy of 

citizenship of legal immigrants, as well as – more subtly – U.S. citizens of Mexican 

descent (though Bleeden et al. argue that the discourse of groups such as the Minutemen 

specifies illegal immigrants, exclusively, the larger rhetoric of which they are a part 

clearly challenges the authentic “American-ness” of all people of Mexican descent). In 

following the “comments” section of the local newspapers over the course of the Ethnic 

Studies wars, for instance, I have encountered innumerable times the sentiment that, “If 

those kids [in the Raza Studies classes] want to learn about Mexican history, they should 

go back to Mexico! We’re Americans here!” This position conflates an allegiance to 

Mexican American history and cultural heritage with Mexican-ness itself; despite the fact 

that, presumably, few of these critics would be similarly enraged by those who would like 
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to study Irish American heritage and celebrate St. Patrick’s Day in public schools. It is 

difficult to imagine such individuals loudly pronouncing that those celebrating their Irish 

heritage should “go back to Ireland, if they want to be Irish.” 

By challenging immigrants’ authenticity through the simple terminology of 

“legal” vs. “illegal,” but couching this challenge in the incendiary rhetoric of both 

possible material harm (loss of life or livelihood, as with “ranch invasions”) and symbolic 

harm (loss of what it means to be an American) political elites representing elite class 

interests quite efficiently and effectively turn the paranoia of white non-elites on non-

elites of color, whether immigrant or long-standing citizen. Thus working class whites are 

invoked to vigilance of the territorial border between the U.S. and Mexico (in some cases 

forming armed vigilante groups) and the symbolic border between American-ness and 

non-American-ness – through criticism and protest of “un-American” policies, practices, 

discourses and individuals or groups of individuals. 

 

7.5.4  Confronting Capitalism in the New New Social Movements 

 Of the many claims to Ethnic Studies supporters’ un-American-ness, one of the 

most pervasive is that they are “socialists” or “communists”; or are in some other way 

opponents of U.S.-styled capitalism. And indeed, evident in the founding Chicano 

movements of the 1960s and ’70s was a clear understanding of capitalism as implicated 

in the simultaneous exploitation of people of color within the United States. The Plan 

Espiritual de Aztlán contained an express rejection of capitalism, as did Alurista’s 

conceptualization of Aztlán. Similarly, Chicana/o “indigenous” approaches to social 

organization such as that represented by Calpolli Cihuatontli manifest an essential 
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rejection of capitalism and all of its sociocultural supports and accoutrements by 

operating as much as possible outside of the established political-economic system 

(establishing working cooperatives and sustainable food production, for instance; and 

choosing to disengage from conventional political processes such as voting). Muñoz 

(1989:13), finally, framed the approach of Chicanismo as one of “humanism” versus 

“materialism.”76 

If nation building and elites’ maintenance of hegemony is reliant in some part on 

fictive ethnicity, and fictive ethnicity is the retrogressive and assimilative logic that posits 

certain histories and cultural myths as “authentic” and “natural,” we can see how the 

equation of capitalism with “American culture” might gain currency. Indeed, to 

paraphrase recurring comments in the local popular media: “Those Ethnic Studies 

teachers and supporters are Marxists and want to destroy America (read: capitalism)!”.  

In the context of 21st century globalization and flexible accumulation, when national 

identity is no longer tightly tied to land (as in, making one’s living off the land); nor even 

always tied to territorialized nations; capitalism becomes a stand-in element, or a 

“cultural” element, of national identity. Even geographically demarcated and bounded 

nations are now part of the complex dynamics and dislocated processes of production of 

the global economy. Additionally, occurring within nation-states are re-locations of 

production and power (consider the phenomenon of Mexican maquiladoras, among 

others). Yet, even as we see these “universalizing” (Alonso 1994) tendencies, on the 

                                                 
76 However, note that the face of capitalism itself has changed in the era of flexible accumulation and 
intensified globalization that has characterized the time period between the 1960s and 2010s, and explicit 
critiques of capitalism have been harder to come by in past decades’ Movement discourse. Nonetheless, 
with the contemporaneous rise of the Occupy movements, as well as similar global contestations of late 
capitalism and globalization, evolutions in Movement discourse in the next decade may shift dramatically, 
and will be of significant import and interest in their new orientations, if so. 
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border, there is also an interesting “particularizing” tendency occurring: while Ethnic 

Studies proponents are being discursively assaulted for supposed anti-capitalism, some of 

the most far-right and vigilante groups express disaffection with U.S. hegemonic 

structures overall. This disaffection is usually manifest in anti-government language and 

libertarian or anarchic leanings, but in various ways also includes a critique – if not 

outright rejection – of current forms of globalized capitalism itself (evident in such 

discourses is the common attachment to ideas of local- and regional-level self-

determination; the Tea Party has wedged a strong foothold into both the formal politics 

and popular political rhetoric of Arizona). 

Considering all of this, we might wonder whether “class warfare,” a topic of 

feverish political rhetoric at the end of 2011, is indeed real and in evidence, but in far 

different ways from those imagined by the conservative political elites invoking the term. 

In other words, I suggest that the case of Ethnic Studies debates in Arizona might 

manifest an ideological split not only along lines of self-identified nationality or 

ethnicity, but also along lines of class: Class elites are deeply invested in maintaining the 

capitalist system whose benefits (actual and/or symbolic; as in economic and/or social 

capital) accrue to them; non-elites, specifically in the context of the semi-rural and rural, 

working-class Arizona border region, hold in deep suspicion both fellow working-class 

immigrants and corporate elites. The accusations of Marxism by elites emanate from a 

place of vicious defense of the political-economic system, but when issued from non-

elites, come from a defense-of-culture stance. Non-elites, then, are not defending the 

economic system, but rather the supposed collapse and conflation of all types of “culture” 

– authentic and inauthentic – in curricula such as Ethnic Studies. 
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While such ideological battles are enacted in local places and articulate with local 

histories and assemblages of power, I suggest that the global constrictions of the early 

21st century economic slowdown have revealed similar dynamics in multiple locations 

worldwide. Coterminous with the Ethnic Studies and immigration battles raging in 

Arizona have been, for instance, in just one calendar year (2011), (1) The attribution by a 

Danish nationalist of his killing spree, which claimed the lives of (among others) dozens 

of youth at a political summer camp, to a stated desire to guard the Danish nation against 

“cultural marxism” and European multiculturalism; (2) The attack on, and condemnation 

of, British “black” and Arab youth staging protests against the police aggression and 

harassment toward youth of color; (3) Uprisings by youth in Spain, who noted the 

dispossession of peoples – especially youth – all over the world by the increasingly 

globalized nature of capital and increasingly dislocated qualities of such capitalist agents. 

 The end of 2011 has also seen the massive, emergent populist movement known 

as Occupy, grown from a handful of protestors “occupying” Wall Street, in New York 

City, to thousands of protestors worldwide making claims to their right to question 

powerful financial institutions. Often, implicit in these critiques of power institutions, 

have been implications of capitalism, itself – responsible for rendering those institutions, 

and their beneficiaries, so disproportionately powerful. While this striking renewal of 

attention to class disparities, via exposure of the blinding mystique of capitalism, is 

promising for significant and widespread contestation of elite individuals and institutions, 

it has nonetheless subtly and effectively re-undermined social critiques that include, race, 

gender, and the like. As Maskovsky (2009:8) framed it a few years ago, in the context of 

the credit crisis and U.S. housing market collapse, 
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[S]ome on the left are using the credit crisis as the latest excuse to push for a 
platform of economic populism that is disdainful of cultural radicalism and that 
tends to view identity politics—feminism and movements for racial justice and 
sexual liberation—as at best a troublesome diversion from, and at worst a threat 
to, a new working class politics. 
 

Thus it will be important to continue to watch nascent movements such as Occupy for 

inclusiveness and holism, not allowing the frame of observation to continue to oscillate 

between class and race/gender/etc., but rather challenging activists and scholars alike to 

continue to probe the relationship between U.S. capitalism and multiple, articulating 

forms of oppression.
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