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ABSTRACT 
9 

This study, grounded on fieldwork carried out in the cities of El Paso, Texas, and 

Ciudad Juarez, Chihuahua, looks at the narratives of women who describe themselves, 

and are identified by others, as belonging to what is called in Mexico, the well-positioned 

middle classes. From these narratives of privilege, the author looks at the differentiating 

ways of these women and includes, within theoretical and historical contexts, their 

narration of life stories that are laced with issues of social class, gendered subjectivities 

and nation-ness. 

The author engaged the narrations of women of Mexican descent living on both sides 

of the U.S.-Mexico political divide, contrasting the ways they live the suggested 

positioning within specific social, political and economic structures and systems 

developed in the area. This positionality, as well as its normalizing ways, was usually 

addressed through elaborations of the commonly used expression, "our customs." By 

following these elaborations of location within a perceived and lived social space, the 

author notes that the "customs" primarily reference a specific location of social class and, 

as part of this privileged positioning, the customs include particular ways of participating 

in pious activities as well as in the promotion of localized processes of nation making. 

The customs further referenced historical moments of regional importance. 

Based on these observations, the author takes the position that the discourse observed 

and analyzed at present reflects not only the vestiges of past political and economic 
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economic relations of social consequences but also the fact that some people weave 

their lives at this border site by navigating both sides of the political divide. 

The data obtained from the fieldwork experience was derived not only through 

the collection and analysis of life stories, but also through the participant-

observation activities carried out over an extended period of time. In addition, the 

author is a native and long-term resident of this border site between the United 

States and Mexico. 
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The Site 
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There is a geographic area where the United States and Mexico meet. This area, 

known as the edge of two countries but also of two nations, is in portions demarcated by 

a river with two names, the Rio Grande, as it is called in the United States, and the Rio 

Bravo, as it is called in Mexico. 

One of the sites where this political border is segmented by the two-name river is an 

area comprised primarily by the cities of El Paso, in the U.S. State of Texas, and Ciudad 

Juarez, in Mexico's State of Chihuahua. The area, without the markings of national 

boundaries, yet contextualizing its development within a historical perspective, can be 

called El Paso del Norte, the passage, the gateway to the north. The common usage 

English translation of this phrase is Pass of the North although the historicity of the term 

and the place reveals certain variations in the interpretation of this site and its name. 

For example, Bryson (1973) in a literary fashion correlated the magic of the place with 

the ephemeral connotation of its name. Pass, passing. In contrast Nancy Lee Hammons 

(1942) focused on The Pass by analyzing an angle of its endurance. El Paso's geological 

uniqueness. Enriquez Merino (1983), on the other hand, elaborated on El Paso from a 

different uniqueness standpoint, that of the area's geographic location in its relationship 

to other Catholic settlements in northern New Spain. And Mills (1921) focused again on 

the distinctive position of The Pass but documented the Paso del Norte as a commercial 

and military strategic point during the 19"' century. 
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Historians such as Timmons (1990) have discussed the usage of the term "paso" as it 

applies to the area in terms of earlier geographic and strategic perspectives—the crossing, 

the fording of the river by Spanish colonizers in 1598 as the Spanish Empire 

representatives claimed lands for the crown. And, following Timmon's historical but 

also sociological perspective, Aguirre (1993) discussed the usage of the name El Paso for 

this area, concluding that while the act of crossing the river was in fact described in 1598 

by the Spanish historian Perez de Villagra' as "el paso del Rio del Norte" the area itself 

was not specifically named "El Paso" at that time. 

Evidently, the signature line of the Act of Foundation" for the permanent mission of 

Nuestra Seiiora de Guadalupe did read "fechado en el Rio del Norte en el paso de Nueva 

Espafia a Nuevo Mexico," dated at the Rio del Norte at the crossing point from New 

Spain to New Mexico. Yet, the area is simply referred to in this document through a 

"nickname." That is, the Franciscan friar in charge of the construction of the mission 

' Villagra's chroniclc of the colonial effort was ordered in thirty-four "cantos" or "episodes of notice" and 
recorded as an epic poem to be dedicated to King Felipe II of Spain. It was first published in Alcala de 
Henares in 1610, at which time King Phillip 11 had already died. The poem was then dedicated to King 
Felipe III of Spain. Published under the name of Historia de la Nueva Me.xico, Villagra's book was 
translated into modem Spanish by Luis Gonzalez Obregon in 1900. Based on this translation. Gilberto 
Espinoza, in conjunction with The Quivira Society, published an English version in 1933. In 1992, a 
Spanish/English version was edited, translated, and annotated by Miguel Encinias, Alfred Rodriguez and 
Joseph P. Sanchez in conjunction with the Paso por Aqui Project of tlie University of New Me.xico Press. 
In my research I use both the 1933 Espinoza and the 1992 Encinias et al versions. 
' The documents dealing with the Auto de Fundacion and the Bendicion de la Piedra Fundamental of the 
Guadalupe Mission disappeared around 1896 after the death of Father Ramon Ortiz, the priest in charge of 
the Parish of Guadalupe in Ciudad Juarez. However, in 1888 Adolph F. Bandelier. a member of the 
Hemenway Southwestern Archaeological Expedition, made a copy of the Act of Foundation. This copy is 
now part of the New Mexico documents in the Tozzer Library at the Peabody Museum in Har\'ard. While 
the Bandelier copy has been used widely, his copy appears to have been made not from an original 
document but from a document notarized in 1663 by Fray Antonio Tabares as a "certified copy" from an 
original filed in the Libro de Casamientos, Fojas 74, 75 and 76 (Newman and Hertzog 1981; Enriquez 
Merino 1984). 
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used the term "passo," with two s's, to refer to the site while specifically mentioning that 

it was a nickname given to the new missionizing area, "un sobrenombre" (Garcia de San 

Francisco [1659, 1662] 1888). 

Primarily following the text of Encinias et al., Aguirre further argued that during the 

17th century the Spanish word passo with two s's carried the meaning of "un lugar de 

desaflos," a place of challenges. And "passo" was also the noun used then to denote an 

enormous weight carried on one's back, such as an "effigy carried in a procession" (Perez 

de Villagra by Encinias, Rodriguez and Sanchez 1992: Canto II, Canto XXXIII and 

Appendix B). Given this data, the question remains, what was the enormous burden, the 

challenge referenced by the arriving Spaniards? Was it the sparsity of the place, was it 

the people encountered, or was it the whole process of colonizing, missionizing and 

sustaining the area? 

Nonetheless, the area's name as we know it in Spanish today, EI Paso del Norte, 

appears to have been at least coined by 16th century Spanish colonizers who were shown 

by the local inhabitants they encountered a low crossing point where the surrounding 

mountains intersected the river (Perez de Villagra [1610] 1933, 1992).'' This route for 

crossing the mountains and the river was an important path for the Spaniards as they 

continued to travel north to claim resources for the Crown of Spain. 

^ The encounter as documented by Villagra suggests that El Paso as a place was well traveled and inhabited 
at the time of the Spanish arrival. This fact coincides with archeological findings in the area (sec. for 
e.xample, Gerald 1970; Whalen 1978: Carmichael 1986). 
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In time, the mission, the presidio and the surrounding Spanish colonial settlements at 

the crossing from New Spain to New Mexico, became an essential crossroads area in the 

management of Spain's northern lands. And subsequently, the area also became the 

place where the colonization project of Spain transformed into communities belonging to 

independent Mexico which were then confronted not only by the attacks of raiding 

enemy Indian groups, but by a new colonization project—that of settlers from the 

emerging United States. 

El Paso del Norte, in its present form of Ciudad Juarez, Chihuahua, and El Paso, 

Texas, could be imagined as including the original mission-presidio settlement south of 

the river's bank as well as the community that developed in the early 1800's on the 

northerly side of the river. Yet the Pass area also encompasses other Spanish colonial 

settlements established along the banks of the river during the 16th and 17th centuries, 

including communities such as San Lorenzo, San Antonio de Padua Senecii, Ysleta, 

Socorro, and San Elceario—San Elzeario or Elizario which by now may lie in Mexico or 

in the United States."* And this geographic feature points to the fact that the area also 

contains remains of the relations of power that have delimited its form. 

The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo of 1848 politically divided the Paso del Norte area 

along national lines. The lands, lives and resources of the Pasefias and Pasenos, then, fell 

into two different countries. The lands north of the river were, by then, beginning to be 

more and more occupied by U.S. settlers as they moved on southerly and westerly 

^ For elaborations on these developmental features see Valencia 1969; Timmons 1990. 
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directions during the first half of the 19"" century (Sonnichsen 1968; Timmons 1990). 

This occupation, the land disputes arising from it, as well as the land disputes arising 

from the two-name river changing its course, created a number of problems, resentments, 

and people relations-some of which are yet to be resolved. Nevertheless, by 1850, the 

communities north of the river in the Paso del Norte area became part of the State of 

Texas while those south of the river remained part of the Department—now State—of 

Chihuahua. And both sides became a "border," an edge of nations. 

Today, El Paso del Norte residents may claim allegiance to one country or another, to 

one city or another, yet many of them in fact make a life on both sides of the political 

divide. And this political divide in the Ciudad Juarez-El Paso area is in large part marked 

by the river, the river that, in its everyday characterization, remains with two names. 

The initial mission settlement on the south side of the river had evolved within the 

territory subsequently defined as Mexico. Its name was eventually changed from El Paso 

to Ciudad Juarez, Chihuahua. The incipient community on the northerly side of the river 

evolved into a town known as Franklin and subsequently changed its name to El Paso, 

Texas. Pass of the North and El Paso del Norte, as names for an area, became phrases 

that, for the most part, can only be found today in the peculiar juxtaposition of historical 

documents and academic exchanges vis-a-vis tourism and industrial development 

literature. 

In the 1960's and '70's "Paso del Norte," as the area's identifier, began to be widely 

used in El Paso for tourism and industry promotion purposes. The name, in Spanish, tied 
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the city of El Paso, Texas, to an idealized Hispanic past that included the romantic 

imagery of the 16th century Spanish arrival, as well as the city's proximity to a foreign, 

alluring country, Mexico. And, as trans-national industries developed in the region, the 

referent "Paso del Norte" became widely used in industrial development publicity. 

Today, while the Paso del Norte referent is still mostly used by U.S. tourism and 

development promoters, the phrase is being embraced in academic circles on both sides 

of political divide. 

In Ciudad Juarez, the phrase Paso del Norte has specifically been used during recent 

years to promote regional history and literature symposia while in El Paso, an 

immigration museum and research center initiative carries the name of Paso ^ Norte. 

Yet, outside these promotive contexts, by listening to a Spanish speaking radio station 

whether in Mexico or in the United States, one is bound to come across a Mexican 

country song that narrates the experiences of a male seasonal migrant worker as he 

melancholically leaves Mexico and incursions into the United States through the area of 

Paso del Norte... 

In this study I use the term Paso del Norte to refer to the two-country conurbation as a 

whole. I also use the terms Paseiias and Pasenos to refer to the people on both sides of 

El Paso del Norte, that is on both sides of the nations' divide. In doing so, I am 

purposely denoting that, regardless of the multiplicity and divergences of our histories 

and our experiences, making our lives at this specific border site binds us. 



17 

I also often use the term "region" to refer to the area generally tied to the Spanish 

development of El Paso del Norte, the area expanding from Santa Barbara in southern 

Chihuahua, to Santa Fe, in northern New Mexico. This region was not only the Spanish 

colonies' area of activity but archaeological research has established the existence of 

commerce points between people who once lived in the area and those living in Mexico's 

central plains, in the adjacent Pacific and Gulf of California shorelines, as well as the 

Arizona and New Mexico plains in the United States (Carmichael 1994). By following 

this image of "region" I am not only deliberately reifying previously delimited 

geographical and social spaces (Bourdieu 1991). I am also purposely suggesting that the 

present Paso del Norte can only be understood through its past because the area is more 
• 

than the remains of an open frontier or the edge of hegemonically defined civilizations. 

With a combined population of approximately 1.9 million, the cities of El Paso and 

Juarez may carry income, employment, and education statistics that when contrasted with 

other cities in both countries, can be appalling (INEGI 2001; City of El Paso 2001). Yet, 

this place already nicknamed as a burden, as a place of challenges, remains a site 

fascinating from many angles as well as from within its niches. By treading a few of 

these niches, I hope to present to the reader a part of this long established fascination and, 

perhaps, an idea as to why it has remained a place of challenges. 
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Chapter 1 

The Research Project at a Glimpse 

Introduction 

The ways we live every day and every moment reflect the effects of a number of 

social processes, of relations between people that have taken place over and across many 

a year. These people processes entail not only the relations between individuals, but also 

the relationships between individuals and States. They also entail the coercion and 

leadership projects between and among individuals and States (Gramsci [1929-35] 1992). 

In this lace of relations, participation, acceptance, resistance, counter leadership, and 

transformation are always being stitched. 

The region where Paso del Norte (see Preface) is located is an interesting area because 

its social organization was, and continues to be, produced by coalescing coercion and 

leadership efforts, by divergent and transforming colonization projects. Some 400 years 

ago, the area and its resources, "including its people," were appropriated in the name of 

the "Christian King Phillip 11" (Perez de Villagra [1610] 1992:133) and became part of 

the Spanish Empire and its ideological and coercive authority as well as its subsequent 

colonizing leadership. 

The initial conquest project was naturalized in time by the relations forged through the 

structures underwritten by the changes in language, religion, economic and political 

systems that the colonizing regime needed in order to establish itself successfully. And, 

in New Spain, that is, in Mexico and the Southwestern United States, the colonial change 



additionally included changes in the physical characteristics of individuals. At the 

intersections of these changes a number of systems of classification and differentiation 

sprouted. Moreover, across the years, the structural, yet palpable changes also created an 

added layer to the new societal structures—that of feelings (Williams 1977) of both 

individuals and collectivities. These layers of knowledge and feelings were very much 

instrumental in cementing not only the specific ideas on how the Spanish social order was 

to be lived but how individuals were to behave. 

In time, however, the dominion and the ideologies of the Spanish Monarchic State that 

had transformed the everyday lives of its subjects were shaken through the movement 

that sought independence from the Mother Land, the "Madre Patria." Spain. In Mexico, 

the ideas of having a new country, a new collectivity and place where one belongs to. 

were promoted along the lines of having a "cara patria." an endeared and endearing land 

(Fernandez de Lizardi [1827] 1975). And the idea was also promoted by the notion of 

creating a "patria chica," that is. a smaller version of Spain (Meyer and Sherman 1995). 

Yet, these ideas and sentiments of "patria," whether envisioned as a clean slate with 

renewal possibilities or simply as a smaller version of an empire that had become 

unmanageable, lead to an 11-year struggle for independence and a 40-year process of 

defining and developing a new nation but also a new State. 

During these first fifty or so years of the 19th cenmry. Plasencia de la Parra (1991) has 

argued that the ideology of Mexican nationalism, the idea as to what it is to belong to 

Mexico, was cemented. Yet, as 1 will discuss in Chapter 5, this ideology of nation as 
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presently lived in Mexico has many more layers of histories and ideas. Nonetheless, the 

ideology of creating a new, free nation in Mexico initially emulated the ideals of the 

French revolution (Abad y Queipo [1810] 1994; Fernandez de Lizardi [1827] 1985; Mora 

[1836] 1986; Creelman 1911), especially as these ideals were being applied and lived in 

the nascent country of the United States at the beginning of the 19"* century. 

Upheld as a component of the continental insurgent leadership, the idea of freedom 

from Spain was promoted through a number of periodicals and. evidently, through a 

number of pulpits and confessionals in Catholic churches. For, as the Bishop of 

Michoacan, Manuel Abad y Queipo reminded King Charles IV of Spain in 1799. it was 

the clerical sector of the Spanish "class of people" who had the power to mobilize a very 

large segment of the colonies in Mexico (Abad y Queipo [1799] 1994). 

However, gaining independence from the Spanish monarchic state also meant 

developing new forms of governance. Independence and new forms of governance 

became especially important by 1808, when Napoleonic forces occupied Spain and that 

country's monarchy was taken into France as prisoners. As Joseph Bonaparte was being 

made king of the occupied Spain, insurgents throughout the Spanish regions, including 

some in Spain's colonies, organized a series of congresses. The Courts, originally 

intended to establish provisional forms of government and protect Spain's interests. In 

Mexico, the Courts of Mexico met in 1808 for the purpose of establishing a "sovereign 

state" (Teja Zabre 1961). 
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Participants in this congress characterized the notions of sovereign state and popular 

sovereignty as governance through self-rule. That is, the new sovereign state in Mexico 

was being envisioned as proudly emerging and developing apart from Spain's Bonapartic 

rule. Yet, given the epoch's additional elements of societal segmentation, of 

differentiation in Spain's colonies—Europeanized customs, European ancestry, physical 

characteristics and gender, Mexico's initial efforts of 1808 can hardly be considered 

"popular self-rule." 

The Mexican Courts envisioned a State which, at the beginning of Mexico's 

independence movement, was still to be led by the Spanish Viceroy as govemor and 

captain general. The elements of State, however, were to be developed through the 

shared participation of those bom in Mexico as well as those who had been bom in the 

Iberian Peninsula but were living by then in the American Continent. Additionally, 

participants in the 1808 Courts of Mexico included representatives from both the political 

and civil societies (Teja Zabre 1961). 

These initial steps of insurgency led to a full-blown war of independence and years of 

political and economic instability. Yet, as the new nation state of Mexico struggled to 

evolve over these next several years, the individual lives of people, of women and men 

living in specific regions of the new nation, began to be shaken again by even newer 

processes and projects of colonization and domination. One such region was Mexico's 

Northern lands. El Norte, which was confronted by another imperial force seeking the 

appropriation of land and resources including people: the south and wesuvard colonizing 



path of the very same country that had been once emulated, the United States (Hart 

2002). 

This U.S. colonizing project as it related to the penetration and occupation of Mexican 

lands was eventually given a political resolution, but it was a resolution between States 

and not necessarily one sanctioned by the individuals directly affected (see protests to the 

Mexican Congress as included in De la Pefia y Reyes 1930). Everyday lives in these 

regions were then hurled around again, not only by the relations between States, but also 

by the relations between people and each of those States (Moyano Pahissa 1985; 

Eisenhower 1989). In addition, the lives of these border people were shaken by particular 

relations between individuals within the specific communities. 

Out of these encounters, today, the everyday lives of people living primarily in 

El Paso, Texas and Ciudad Juarez, Chihuahua, the area of Paso del Norte, continually 

reenact these past processes of coercion and leadership, of participation as well as 

resistance. However, by analyzing the specificities of groups and individuals, the 

shadows and remains, the vestiges of these past relations can still be observed. This 

research project is an effort to identify and explain some of these vestiges. 

Detecting Transformed Colonialism 

Through conversations carried out during my fieldwork experience (see Chapter 2), 

1 noticed that there were certain elements of our conversations, some "things" that the 

people I encountered often talked about. I also noted that these things were being coined 
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and repeated through specific words and phrases. Additionally, I noticed that the things 

were not merely idealized customs, elements of a culture, or variations of word and 

action. They were overt and covert statements, mandates of how one ought to live. And 

these statements had the ftinction of attempting to order one's life—and that of others, as 

well as of differentiating one person to and from others. That is, the statements not only 

marked a difference or nearness between how one and the others live, but they also 

attempted to mark the distance between the one and those with whom social relationships 

are to be kept afar or not. 

These "things," these instruments of cohesiveness and distantiation included 

ideologies that in the past were configured and promoted to underwrite and effectuate 

power. That is, these ideologies were elements of specific hegemonic processes 

(Roseberry [ 1989] 1991). And, whether the specificities of how and when it is that an 

idea becomes ideology can be exacted or not, the issue that these ideologies of past are 

being lived today, remains. Furthermore, while the ideologies are being lived—reified, 

resisted and transformed—the vestiges of their effects of power can be observed to this 

day. 

Beginning with the premise that power as exercised by the States deals primarily with 

the constitution of subjects (Laclau and Mouffe 1982), in this study I follow Gramsci's 

arguments that everyday lives are affected by a number of social relations across time. 

These relations not only include those between States or State forms and individuals, but 
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formed as well as the processes through which this power itself is transformed. 

In following this perspective, I argue that the State power that is often defined in 

academic circles through the concept of "hegemony," is in fact leadership in intellectual, 

political, economic and moral forms. And, in order to appreciate the workings of this 

power, the leadership must be understood relationally. procedurally, and historically 

(Gramsci [1929-35] 1992; Hall 1980; Roseberry [1989] 1991; Eagleton 1991). 

If I were to accept the traditional definition of hegemony, that of "political rule or 

domination, especially in relations between States" (Williams [1976] 1983:108), I could 

simply argue that the Spanish colonial Paso del Norte area changed because the 

dominant, yet transforming, colonial state, was overpowered by a new imperial power, 

that of the United States, which asserted itself as hegemonic. Yet, Williams himself, 

following Gramsci, reminded us to imagine a much more expanded notion of hegemony, 

one where an array of social relations needs to be conceived. By doing so, the analysis of 

social production and re-production is not limited to the relations between State forms. 

Furthermore, the particularities of how it is that power is negotiated and transformed will 

begin to surface as well. 

Fieldwiirk Experience 

In Chapter 2,1 discuss the parameters of the field experience including the ways data 

for this research project were collected, organized and interpreted. The intensive 

fieldwork collection and documentation was carried out between June 1996 and August 
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of 1997. primarily within the cities of El Paso, Texas and Ciudad Ju^ez. Chihuahua. 

Additional extensive data gathering and observations were done in 1998 and 1999, 

including visits to neighboring cities and towns on both sides of this United States-

Mexico political divide. 

In 1996, as a native of the El Paso-Ciudad Juarez area, I felt comfortable not only 

arriving in the region but also felt quite comfortable navigating the number of social areas 

within the region. That is, even though the Paso del Norte area is comprised of people 

from a number of backgrounds living in cities and towns within two countries, 1 was able 

to return from the University of Arizona and blend in. for the most part, into the rhythm 

of the ways of being as lived within the many localized spaces of the area. Yet. as a 

researcher I soon realized that this cohesive, commonsensical navigation was in part due 

to the ways in which many of the histories of the locality intersected and sometimes even 

coincided with my own histories. Through my fieldwork research, however, I soon re

discovered that the apparent cohesiveness of ways as lived in El Paso del Norte was, in 

fact, riddled with conflict and quieted turmoil. 

While writing my field notes I corroborated the fact that in this region there are many 

variations of usage for languages such as English and Spanish. However, I also began 

realizing there were a number of idioms of shared likeness and difference. For example, 

one of the most talked and not talked about topics I documented while doing my 

fieldwork was the notion that there are different "types" of people living in the area, a 

difference that was usually imagined as ordered in hierarchical planes. The common 
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thread of the ordered differentiation was the silence or veiled references expressed daily 

and continuously; yet, the perceived classification of people varied widely. 

Some marked the difference in terms of ethnicity, physical characteristics, wealth, 

race, place of origin and national allegiance. Others marked it in terms of gender, type of 

employment, schooling, church attendance, and place of residence, including 

neighborhood. Others yet focused on "customs" and other everyday forms of behavior to 

mark the difference or likeness. 

On the surface, the differentiation schemes may seem universal and even 

commonsensical. But particularly striking were the permutations of these ideological 

elements as well as the weights given by different individuals to each of the elements. 

The rest-arch project then focused on the analysis of specific conversational moments in 

order to decipher, within the contexts of the exchange, the apparent sameness and 

difference of being, of making a life on each side of this particular political divide 

between the U.S. and Mexico. 

Of spcrial importance to me were the voices of women, especially women living in 

this area whose cultural background had ties with the ways of life from Mexico in general 

and Northern Mexico, El Norte, in particular. But in the field, I found out that I had to 

re-address this apparent unity of culture because Mexican-ness in the Paso del Norte area 

is lived within t\vo different countries. That is, although both cities are physically joined, 

the region of El Norte, Northern Mexico as an economic/political area, as a culture site, 

becomes the U.S. Southwest—and vice versa—after long waits but mostly brief encounters 



27 

with immigration and customs officers on both sides of the div ide. At the root of this 

unusual transformation He not only State definitions of nationhood but also divergent 

colonial projects and colonizing processes. 

On the other hand, to this day, there are many people on both sides of the divide who 

make their lives in this border region without ever physically crossing into the adjacent 

city-country while many others weave their entire lives across both sides of the divide. 

And yet, the issue of Mexican-ness, both culturally and as an allegiance to national 

projects, proliferated in the discourse of those involved in the social, academic, and 

business settings on both sides of the political divide that I was visiting and re-visiting 

during my fieldwork. 

Early in the fieldwork e.xperience I noticed that the discourse was more prevalent 

within the fields of exchanges with people of more affluent means, especially those living 

in Ciudad Juarez. And, once the conversations towards the inclusiveness or 

exclusiveness of nation surfaced, additional elaborations of how one ought to live—in 

terms of cultural projects that included religion and location within a societal structure, 

invariably occurred. Furthermore, the moral suggestions of how one ought to live as 

Mexicanas and Mexicanos surfaced in the discourse of a number of those who were 

already living in El Paso, that is, on the U.S. side of this border area. And their insistence 

was present whether their visits to Ciudad Juarez or to other parts of Mexico remained 

constant or not. 
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Although I carried out specific conversations with a number of women, men and 

children on both sides of the political divide, I actually taped conversations with 30 

women, during the period of June 1996 through August 1997, who ranged in age between 

22 and 98. The conversations were carried out mostly in Spanish, although some of the 

women living in El Paso preferred to converse or be recorded in English. The individual 

recordings range in length from 2 to 15 hours. 

As a social scientist, while I organized the data collected I found myself not only 

transcribing and abstracting the salient topics of our conversations: I also found myself 

wanting to catalog and categorize, to order these individuals as "being" from one side or 

the other of this United States-Mexico political boundary. It was then that I realized that 

the source of my data was an unusual type of moving object: the narratives were not only 

of a process of living but of lives that developed in an area forceftilly defined as two 

separate national projects. That is, the fluidity of living had specific political and 

physical constraints. 

Furthermore, most of the women interviewed had made their lives on both sides of the 

border, and some of them even changed their domiciles from one country to another 

during the period of my fieldwork. And, the easiness of these capabilities was clearly an 

exception to the political and physical constraints. It was then that I clearly saw that 

privilege can be naturalized through language. 

Many of the women I found myself interviewing were living an upper middle 

classness that surfaced: I) through material statements of habitus such as houses. 



furniture, automobiles, clothes and adornments (Mauss 1927; Bourdieu 1984); 2) through 

their association with particular individuals and groups; and 3) through their participation 

in specific local and regional institutions. Yet the classness also surfaced through the 

details of our conversations and of the conversational settings. This intersectedness of 

words, thoughts and deeds is what Volosinov and Bakhtin referred to as the utterance 

(Volosinov [1929] 1973; Bakhtin [1935] 1994; Clark and Holquist 1984). And this 

utterance became my primary area of focus for the research project at hand. 

Through the women's life stories as well as the conditions surrounding the narration 

of these stories, I came to appreciate the feature that not only was I listening to mental 

reinterpretations of one's life, but I was, in fact, participating in actual life histories in 

motion, in the historiographies of the region living within the women's stories. To me, 

the languages of inclusion and exclusion to nationhood and cultural projects that I began 

capturing pointed to histories of groups, to converging, conflicting, and coinciding 

endeavors of people who have defined space and place. They also pointed to wider 

parameters of time and regions. In fact, for me the limiting languages pointed to 

experiences that made two divergent colonial processes meet, transform, and pretend to 

coexist. Yet, the ability to comfortably navigate with elements of these transformed 

colonial processes, also pointed to specific positions of privilege, to privileges of 

belonging or not to a place, to a religion, to a family name, to a cultural project. 

It is within this broader and yet localized historical perspectives that 1 situated the 

narratives and the everyday limiting languages of likeness and difference I engaged 
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during the fieldwork experience. And it is within this wide historical angle that I have 

attempted to understand the e.xpressions that point to vestiges of prior economic, social, 

and political relations as lived in this Paso del Norte. 

Finally, in a number of moments of exchange, the phrase "las costumbres de 

nosotros," our customs, our ways, surfaced casually though not frivolously. I eventually 

recognized that the expression was uttered quite often while bringing closure to a 

conversation or a visit. It appeared to momentarily incorporate me into the world of 

belonging while it also created a distance with other people who were at times even 

standing by the same rooms or doors...In addition, listening to this phrase invariably 

posed a paradox for me because many of the women seeking refuge in this expression of 

inclusion and exclusion were quite simple and unassuming in their ways. 

In pursuing the paradoxes of these "our customs," I have incorporated in this 

manuscript the analysis of three areas of discourse: participation in projects of regional 

organization, in projects of Catholicism, and in projects of nation building. In so doing, I 

argue that during my fieldwork in El Paso del Norte these discourses reappeared not only 

as gendered discourses of customs and class, but a specific class of frequently addressed 

backgrounds and characteristics. And, I incorporate into each chapter ample portions of 

the recorded conversations with women whose discourse more typically reflect the 

ideologies observed. 
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El Engranaje 

In Chapter 3.1 engage the dialogue of Ann Stoler (1995) with Michel Foucault 

regarding that which Foucault referred to as the 19''' century European Bourgeois 

(Foucault [1976] 1990). I do so because many of the women I engaged during my 

fieldwork experience considered themselves, or are considered by others, as a part of 

what is known in Latin America as "clase media acomodada." the well-located, well-

positioned middle class. 

Yet, as I elaborate in the chapter, the well-located middle "class" is not a defined 

group of people of specific economic conditions. Furthermore, given the present and 

wider economic and political characteristics of Ciudad Juarez and El Paso, the 

individuals and families in these regional social groups may have limited status and 

influence beyond specific circles. This is especially true, given the fact that the ideology 

of "a well-positioned middle class" is part of the historical processes of Latin America, 

and in El Paso del Norte, Latin America supposedly ends at the U.S.-Me.xico border. 

Many of those Mexicanas and Mexicanos at El Paso del Norte participating in this 

sense of belonging to a well-located middle class also shared the characteristic of 

belonging to families whose members helped shape and direct many aspects of the 

region's productive systems across time, especially as the region developed during the 

second half of the 19th century. One woman referred to these historical programs, 

relationships and alliances as "the people who have brought culture and progress to these 
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lands" (RJPG 1996), while another one referred to the center classness as being part of 

"El Engranaje'" (JCR 1997). 

This "engranaje" or central shifting gears of a societal apparatus, when coupled with 

the description of what was envisioned as the "culture and progress" being brought to 

El Paso del Norte, suggested to me that the perceived centrality of action is very much 

tied to modem capitalism as it flourished in the region towards the end of the 1800's. 

Yet, during that epoch. El Paso del Norte was also reorganizing the effects of power from 

the colonizing endeavors of U.S. forces into the area as well as addressing Mexico's own 

implementation of its independent nation state formation endeavors. From this position, I 

agree with Stoler in her argument that what Foucault envisioned as "the European 

Bourgeois" can not be conceptualized without contextualizing that which was 

"European" and "bourgeois" within the colonizing experiences of the 19th century. 

Nonetheless, by incorporating in Chapter 3 large portions of conversations with a 

particular woman in Ciudad Juarez, and by analyzing our conversations through past 

ideologies and social systems observed through my fieldwork experiences, I develop the 

argument that the European Bourgeois was, and is. being lived at El Paso del Norte in 

ways that are tied to the area's specific regional economic and political histories. In 

doing so, I also suggest that the differentiation and distantiation strategies of the 

bourgeois ways I encountered, carry vestiges of colonial relations other than the 19'*' 

century ones discussed in Stoler's response to Foucault. 



On the surface, individual members of regional class groups such as the well-

positioned middle class live, for the most part, what we often imagine in the United 

States as upper-middle, professional class, well to-do lifestyles. This imagery of specific 

class locators, of course, falls within schemes of organization of societies participating in 

the current economic system of late capitalism. But, also visible, is a silenced relational 

inequality that is nurtured by the knowledge of belonging and by the long-term social 

relationships and alliances that are often productive and even more often, capitalized. In 

addition, the class schemes and strategies such as the knowledge, relationships and 

alliances I witnessed being lived, promoted and transformed at El Paso del Norte find an 

echo in other groups in Latin America. 

This suggests that while the various social groups living in the area partake in the 

economic systems of late capitalism, the differentiation and distantiation schemes are 

additionally tied to previous, older world systems of economic, political and ideological 

dimensions. Furthermore, the local meanings of the differentiation strategies are 

saturated with the histories of the particular localities whether openly or continuously 

articulated or not. And herein lies the importance of ethnographic research in order to 

better address conversations such as Stoler's response to Foucault. 

Within the Ciudad Juarez-El Paso region, many of the people I encountered consider 

themselves today or were at one time considered by others as part of this center classness. 

El Engranaje. And, within the contexts of our conversations and the research project, the 

apparatus referenced is El Paso del Norte as a regional society of past, incorporated into 
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the present by some. From this standpoint, the discourse of "las costumbres de nosotros," 

our customs, is primarily, although partially, a discourse of class. And this almost-casual 

reference to a social position is an important element in the production and reproduction 

of ways of being and of ways of life. 

Whether "the" customs include appearance, language use, place of residence, or 

specific instructions for relating to others, the classness is reinforced through marriage 

and family relations as well as through participation in other institutions—such as 

particular schools, churches and social clubs. The customs are also reinforced through 

social gatherings that organize capital and promote meetings between members of the 

well-located groups as well as through simple everyday encounters. Conversely, the 

customs are diluted and transformed through the same relational settings. 

Nevertheless, the classness, while lived in late capitalism settings, remains drenched 

with the ideas of the 19th century modem capitalists at El Paso del Norte. And this 

leadership of Europeanized bourgeois individuals organizing through the regional State 

apparatuses and perpetuating ideologies and institutions refers well to the perpenaation of 

the individual and social self that Foucault argued in his analysis of management, not 

only of the human body but of populations. 

And yet, while translating the mandates to self and others captured through my field 

notes, I noticed that the prominent assurance and pride of social standing when coupled 

with issues of gender, pointed to an almost paradoxical combination of well-to-do women 

living simple, unassuming everyday lives. And it occurred to me that part of "our 
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customs" also included other forms of knowledge-producing, normalizing ways: that of 

producing well-to-do women who also behave in quieted, modest ways. These ways not 

only seemed to mark a woman's path but also incorporated her into specific communities 

at large. And this aspect of "las costumbres de nosotros" is a vestige of economic, 

political and ideological relations older than those sowed by the Paseno modem 

capitalists of the immediate past. 

Burguesas Pero Piadosas 

Throughout Chapter 4,1 address that aspect of "our customs" which deals with a 

religious piousness elaborated around the Catholic faith. On an individual-yet-shared 

way of life this religious piousness, "ser piadosa," was a desired and expected behavior 

specifically of women; yet as a social engagement, the practices and activities were 

organized, for the most part, around Catholic faith institutions and could be carried out by 

women as well as men. 

It was through these institutions and the leadership of church representatives that 

individual practices and group activities materialized into specific community projects. 

And yet, the discourse, including the individual behaviors as observed during the 

fieldwork experience, was not exclusive of Cathohc women. 

I found several of the women I began to converse with to be, on the one hand, quite 

strong in their opinions and in the ways they related to family members and others about 

them. On the other hand, they were often very unassuming and modest in the ways they 

carried themselves and in the ways they lived. 



36 

In addition, I began noticing that, in order to make an appointment for a visit, I was 

scheduling our encounters around agendas for prayer group meetings, church attendance 

and "community" days. Furthermore, many of the social activities 1 was being invited to 

were church-related engagements. Yet, it was through these apparent limits that I was 

able to observe one of the aspects that specifically and openly tied the bourgeois women I 

was researching to women and men in other social spheres. 

In deciphering the piety I was observing, I followed references made through the 

expression of providing a helping hand, "echar la mano." Soon I found out that helping 

out others was only one of several elements of behavior—usually taught within religious 

contexts-that most likely had been part of the formation of agents for the production and 

reproduction of a specific social order. For, although there were many who desired to 

provide the helping hands, it was the privileged positions and singular access to time, 

money and political resources of the well-off women that especially marked the degrees 

of freedom and wealth used in being a helping hand over prolonged periods of time. 

Moreover, although the results of these church related activities—construction and 

sustenance of nursing homes, schools, orphanages, temples-were seldom disclosed or 

discussed, these activities do place these women in a different form of "public" domain 

(Rosaldo [1974] 1993). 

On the surface, these activities have been characterized as being "mere projects with 

priests." Yet being pious was more than being involved in projects with priests or even 

participating in the long-term construction and sustenance of buildings and institutions. 
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The piety dealt with an internalized and expected way of being. And as I focused on this 

mandate to self to help others, to lend a helping hand to an extended community as a part 

of leading a pious life, I recognized that piety was often correlated with other qualifiers of 

womanly behavior such as being resourceful and diligent, "acomedida," prudent, 

"recatada," and assiduous, "hacendosa." That is, the women observed were not only 

expected to quietly practice piety but were expected to fall within an abstracted realm of 

womanly virtue marked by specific lines of containment and useftilness. And this 

expected piety and virtue were marked forms of gender differentiation even if the 

differentiation as lived and spoken of is quite veiled. 

Additionally, the expected way of being, as observed at El Paso del Norte, specifically 

referred to how women of "Mexican customs" ought to behave, regardless of whether 

they lived on one or the other side of the political divide (AAQ 1996; RMGB 1997; 

MIAC 1998; MDLT 1999). Moreover, the deaths of young working class women that 

have taken place in Ciudad Juarez during the last nine years have often been attributed by 

government officials, members of the press throughout the region, and (still) by a large 

portion of the population, to behavior and activities, on the part of these women, that are 

deemed outside the piety and virtue requirements. 

By following Stoler's suggestion that the 19th century European Bourgeois was in fact 

constructed vis-a-vis the experiences in the colonies, and by adding my own argument 

that these Euro-U.S. colonial experiences can only be understood by incorporating the 

remains of previous empires and colonial relations, I question whether the pious ways of 
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many of the upper middle class women researched in the El Paso-Ciudad Juarez area are 

tied to their participation in a particular religion, in this case. Catholicism. In so doing, I 

suggest that the entrenched women's ways are really an outcome of the particular 

colonization processes in the region. 

I further argue that many of the colonial experiences of the 19th century were 

explained through differentiation schemes based on knowledge of specific ways 

described, for the most part, in terms of religious creed. And while the differentiation 

schemes included descriptions of lower and higher religion templates coined by 19th 

century anthropologists, I suggest that the imperial powers of this century were, as 

wholes, distancing themselves from Catholicism and the Church of Rome. 

Following Asad's suggestion that adherence to particular faiths has been an integral 

part of colonizing endeavors for a number of centuries (Asad 1993), I introduce a portion 

of the document that recorded the initial exploration of the Paso del Norte and described 

the inhabitants found in the region in 1598 as "barbarian Arabs" (Perez de Villagra 

[1610] 1992:44). I then contextualize Villagra's writings within Spanish colonization 

experiences of that time and argue that the differentiation and categorization by faith as 

well as the question of which women "can be taken," were already present in Villagra's 

16th century discourse. 

I also argue that mandates on how to be a "good" woman in Mexico, though replicated 

through a number of sources over the years, were coined as part of constituting the 16th 

century Spanish self where Catholicism played an important role. Moreover, I argue that 
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Catholicism was not only an integral part of the Spanish colonial experience in the 

Americas but that its teachings for being a "good," a pious and virtuous woman became 

the template for not being considered a colonized Other. 

Yet, during the fieldwork experiences in El Paso and Ciudad Juarez, I found a number 

of religions and variations of these religions being practiced in the area. And, specifically 

in the case of Catholicism, the practices and ideologies observed ranged from orthodox to 

liberal orientations, from Catholicism drenched in Latin American experiences to 

Catholicism as lived in the United States today. So in order to provide examples of the 

sources that led me to the arguments elaborated through Chapter 4,1 incorporate into this 

chapter, portions of conversations held with two young women who consider themselves 

to be from Ciudad Juarez. 

In so doing, I contextualize my analysis of these conversations within details of our 

moments of exchange as well as within the ideologies and social systems of past 

surfacing from the texts. 1 have purposely selected the narrative of these particular 

women, though, in order to provide the reader with contrasting forms of living the piety 

and virtue argued. 

IVIuy Mexicanas, Pero... 

In Chapter 5,1 discuss a characteristic of "our customs" often argued by members of 

the well-positioned upper middle classes in Ciudad Juarez and described to me as 

"frontericidad," bordemess. This bordemess includes what one calls oneself and how 

additional alliances of nation, region and locality are sought-although not necessarily 
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lived. And while the bordemess of being a "fronteriza-o" is promoted by members of 

other social groups in Ciudad Juarez (Vila 2000), I found particularly interesting one 

aspect of this classification and differentiation schema: the added notion that the 

bordemess references individuals making a life along the U.S.-Mexico divide, but only 

those "belonging" to one of the two sides of the political divide. The obvious question 

then is how is this "belonging" constructed? And, how is it lived? 

By continuing to incorporate in Chapter 5 the narratives of the two women presented 

in the previous chapter and suggesting that their narrative offers an idea of the type of 

vision other well-located women of Ciudad Juarez hold and promote, 1 engage those 

portions of our conversations dealing with how the two particular women live issues of 

nation-ness (Anderson [1983] 1991), of citizenship and residence in one side or the other 

of the Ciudad Juarez-EI Paso political divide. 1 also engage those portions of their 

narratives that deal with everyday activities that help skip the boundaries of nations-or 

not. 

Before doing so, however, 1 analyze the concept of nationalism in general and 

Mexican nationalism in particular, following Chatterjee's ([1986] 1995) argument that 

nationalism is a continuing process of nation making. I then take the position that 

nationalism is a tool of State power, yet one involving both everyday people and the 

apparatus of a State. In this continuous, transforming and unending relationship the State 

tool presupposes a logic and a sentiment of belonging, a nation-ness. 
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Through this lens of the process of nation making being a participatory process, I 

present my field notes relating to a ceremony whereby a very large Mexican flag was 

placed in Ciudad Juarez, half a mile away from one of the crossing bridges at the 

Mexico-U.S. political divide. In documenting this ideological moment, I have singled 

out a series of elements that seemed to materialize "nation" and "the national" and 

included not only the actual flag, its size, the uniforms, the display of colors, the hymns 

and pledges of allegiance, but also the location and organization of the ceremony and the 

selection of its participants as well. 

By analyzing the coalescing use of these elements, 1 argue that, on that particular day, 

references were being made to a number of historical moments as well as to various 

nationalistic ideologies and nation state projects that can be considered conflictive at their 

roots. From this standpoint, I suggest that the ideology of Mexican nationalism is one of 

an aggregate, composite form. Nevertheless, whether in single or composite forms, I 

elaborate the point that ideologies of nationalism are a tool of State direction and State 

control and an integral part of the process of nation making. For in this process, a social 

formation is also continuously occurring. 

Ideologies as lived have been known to promote a fervor of past, present and future 

belonging, a sense of nation-ness, as well as a desire to participate and a willingness to 

act on behalf of an imagined commonality (Anderson [1983] 1991) and good. And, as 

Althusser ([1970] 1987) reminded us, through processes of appeal, recruitment and 
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action, through interpellation, individuals redefine themselves as subjects. In the case of 

nation making, they may redefine themselves as members of a nation. 

And yet, the area where I carried out my fieldwork lies at the edge of two countries, of 

two separate nations where a number of particularities of several nation state projects are 

lived. Furthermore, laws also define nations by specifying the rights and obligations of a 

citizenry theoretically tied, for the most part, to the territorial limits of State. How was it 

then, that nation making of the nation "Mexico," appeared to occur on both sides of the 

El Paso-Ciudad Juarez political divide, regardless of citizenship or place of residence? 

And under what circumstances can the rights and obligations of citizenry be slighted? 

During my fieldwork experience I kept noticing that the specter of "lo Americano," 

that which is deemed to belong to the United States~as well as its contrasting correlate, 

"lo Mexicano"--appeared to backdrop much of the discourse on both sides of El Paso del 

Norte. Following bits and pieces of these specters, I realized that the discourse of the 

women I was engaging at El Paso del Norte was not only saturated with the vestiges of 

19th century Euro-U.S. projects of modernity and Spanish colonial mandates to live by. 

The discourse pointed to another set of changing colonial relations; the penetration and 

eventual occupation of Mexico's northern lands by people of the United States during the 

19th century (Ortega y Medina [1972] 1989; Moyano Pahissa 1985; Hart 2002). 

It is true that the "Americanization" of many parts of Mexico can be observed today 

through the television, radio, printed press and Internet sites. The "Americanization" can 

certainly be observed while traveling in that country. From these observations, one could 
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argue that in Mexico that which is deemed "American" is not only accepted, but desired 

and even loved. Yet the fact remains that unequal and uneven political and economic 

relations between the United States and Mexico remain through this day. And it is the 

specter of another possible U.S. military occupation in Mexico that lingers with full force 

within the nationalistic discourse. 

Furthermore, in the border region of Ciudad Juarez-El Paso, and especially within the 

particularities of my research project, when "lo Americano" was referenced with disdain, 

the scorn towards that which is of the United States extended to the idea of actually 

bordering physically with those "United States," with the country's power and its world 

political and economic dominance. And while questions of loyalties, loves and desires of 

country quietly linger in this border region, the terror of "really" becoming a part of the 

adjacent country lingers as well. This I found to be true even while most of the women 

researched were, in fact, citizens of the United States. 

El Otro Lado 

In Chapter 6,1 elaborate on my fieldwork experiences as I crossed the U.S.-Mexico 

political divide and worked with women in El Paso, Texas. Working both sides of this 

border area was important because 1) El Paso del Norte has two sides and 2) I needed to 

further explore the insistence I had heard on both sides that ideally, the well-positioned 

families should remain in Mexico, in Ciudad Juarez—or, at the very least, they and their 

children should retain the social linkages tying them back to the well-located 

positionality. 
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I address the fact that I found a number of women in El Paso with existing and past 

ties to the regional Engranaje and I incorporate the narratives of three such women 

especially those portions where we conversed on the issues of participation in projects of 

regional organization, in projects of Catholicism, and in projects of nation building. 

I elaborate on the findings that the women researched in El Paso acknowledged, for 

the most part, 1) the existence of the regional Engranaje, 2) the location of well-

positioned classes in Mexico 3) and their own participation in the activities that promote 

the linkages in those social organization schemes. The women also addressed a sense of 

security that being part of the well-positioned classes in Mexico has given them as they 

developed their lives in the United States. 

Yet, another issue addressed by these women in El Paso was the fact that given the 

ways they have made their lives in the United States, they have adopted "practical, 

American ways of life" that included developing careers, attending college through their 

senior years, and producing and managing their own investment and retirement plans. 

And their practical ways have also included not spending, not "wasting" time at the 

international bridges. This element of their ways has precluded them from continuing to 

strengthen the ties that bind them to the regional Engranaje, including having their 

El Paso families (husbands and children, if any) participate in the social and activities the 

husband and children of their Juarez counterparts engage. 

The women in El Paso called themselves Mexicanas and Mexican American so in 

Chapter 6 I also incorporate those portions of their narratives that deal with the issue of 
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being part of a minority group in the United States. In so doing, I argue that when one 

crosses the political boundary between nations, a change in social class occurs. That is, 

whatever locations within social, political and economic systems one may live while 

making a life on one side of the divide, these will change every time we cross from one 

country to another. In fact, if the move from one country to another is of a more 

permanent nature, the economic appearances or conditions may also change. And the 

historical uneven relationship between the two countries at stake, the United States and 

Mexico, makes the changes even more prominent. 

Particularly striking for me was the fact that participation in a powerful Engranaje on 

one side of the divide has not necessarily translated into participation in the economic and 

political machinery in El Paso. Yet, precisely because these women have taken their 

sense of security from their pasts and have taken advantage of the educational and 

economic opportunities provided to them in the U.S., they have re-adapted their ways and 

incorporated into class systems and structures as lived in the United States. 

Weaving our Lives across a Two-Nation Divide 

In Chapter 7,1 summarize the findings elaborated on the previous chapters by 

contrasting the lives of two women, two sisters who made their lives on separate sides of 

the U.S.-Mexico political divide, that is, one in Ciudad Juarez and one in El Paso. In 

doing so, I re-address those issues of "las costumbres de nosotros," the customs that I 

analyze in Chapters 3, 4, 5, and 6, bringing to light the differences and everyday tensions 



created when two close lives are lived with a division established by divergent nation 

state projects and processes. 

These t\vo sisters, along with their mother, father, and brothers and sisters were forced 

to move from Ciudad Juarez to El Paso during the early years of the Mexican Revolution. 

At that time, one was 13 years old and had completed elementary school in Ciudad Juarez 

while the other one was only 6. Several years later, the older sister married and moved 

back to Juarez while the remainder of the family stayed in El Paso. 

In studying their recorded life stories one can already detect differences in how issues 

of classness, gendered subjectivities and nation-ness were lived by these two women, and 

how these differences echoed those of other women researched in Ciudad Juarez and 

El Paso. Yet, in addition to the recorded data, I visited with one of the sisters an average 

of three times a week between 1997 and 2001, and once to twice a month with the other 

sister between 1996 and 2002. And it is through these extended periods of time that 1 

was able to observe how it is that the differences narrated are actually lived in everyday 

circumstances, which included, at times, the company and interaction with their 

respective immediate families as well as the company of other extended family members. 

At times, the similarities and differences between these two women, appeared more 

striking because Ciudad Juarez and El Paso are not only physically tied but the 

conurbation is practically surrounded by the Chihuahua Desert. That is, their separate 

and distinct lives were being lived a scarce eight to ten miles apart for a period of over 80 

years. Furthermore, the explanations they offered for their differences and the 



47 

differences between their family members centered on issues of belonging or not to one 

nation and perceived national culture. Nonetheless, the lives of these two women were 

also tied to the histories of this region that have been instrumental in the formulation of 

the political, economic and social systems and structures that~in the present—made their 

similarities and differences so noticeable. And, their similarities and differences seemed 

to embody the findings of this study. 



48 

Chapter 2 
Fieldwork Experience, Methods of Research 

Introduction - Coming Home 

As I drove back to the El Paso-Ciudad Juarez region in the summer of 1996,1 

approached the Mesilla Valley which is located in the vicinity of El Paso del Norte. If 

one approaches this area from a westerly direction, the beginning of the Mesilla Valley is 

marked by a hill-top rest area along U. S. Interstate 10. Shortly thereafter, the highway 

takes a pronounced southerly course. But from the summit of this rest stop in 1996 I was 

able to glimpse at a very large urban mass which in turn was surrounded by a number of 

smaller settled areas. I then remembered that I would soon be in the midst not only of the 

valley and the town of Las Cruces: I would also be taking the southerly direction to an 

area where lush valley floors meet and are surrounded by the vast Chihuahua Desert 

lands. There I would arrive at cities and towns located within the limits of two different 

countries. 

Yet, in spite of the vastness of the approaching lands, I soon began to also be 

surrounded by people. Soon, too, I was to find myself surrounded by an inordinate 

number of social areas where I additionally experienced, with a sense of ease and 

comfort, that which many of us have perceived as cohesiveness, as rhythm of the ways of 

being within the spaces of El Paso del Norte. 

Having been bom and having lived most of my life within the spaces of this region I 

began looking at the activity about me only to soon realize that the cohesiveness and 
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rhythms I sensed where merely that part of my own and the many other histories of this 

locality intersecting and at times even coinciding. Yet, I soon re-discovered that the 

apparent cohesiveness was riddled with conflict and quieted turmoil. 

That summer I further realized that, if I was to make sense of the impending project of 

field experience, I would need to carry with me—every single day—only a generalized 

knowledge of the region. That is, I needed to un-leam and re-leam many aspects of my 

acquired knowledge of this region. In addition, I needed to question the comfortable and 

common sensical navigation of the languages as exchanged in the various interactive 

settings at El Paso del Norte. And I realized I needed to do so because, although the care

free navigation pointed to my insidedness to this area, I noticed I was hearing more than 

the variations of the usage of languages such as English and Spanish: 1 was also hearing 

the many idioms of shared likeness and difference. 

It was for these reasons that I developed a series of habits, movements, reminders 

which continuously pushed me to question myself about the un-leaming and learning 

process of this research project. In fact, during the period of June 1996 through August 

1997,1 consciously made it a point to continuously traverse every inch of street, every 

sidewalk, every building, comer and space in the El Paso-Ciudad Juarez area as if I had 

never visited these places.' 

' As a former student of urban development, I am grateful to Janet Abu-Lughod for this vision of social 
research. 
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Yet, in as much as the researcher made it a point to detach herself from the knowledge 

accumulated through years of lived experiences, I could not pretend to play the "I don't 

know anybody" game. That is, within the local spaces I began to encounter the other 

actors who had participated with me in our prior processes of being at El Paso del Norte. 

Some of them were merely familiar faces—at the supermarkets, gasoline stations, 

laundries, pharmacies and eateries on both sides of the political border. Others had been 

dialectically tied to my life experiences though closely shared work, educational, and 

familial experiences. Others yet were new faces sharing time and exchanging words in 

old familiar-unfamiliar settings that are part of our urban lives: those unlikely places 

such as waiting lines in doctor's offices or at postal centers. And of course there were 

also the ones I did not see. The many other people related to or interacting with the faces, 

the lives I was re-encountering. 

During the summer of 1996 the issue of a severe drought throughout the region was 

the primary news not only in the Diario de Juarez and the El Paso Times, but also 

amongst the residents of the area. Drought conditions made then Govemor Bush declare 

areas of natural disaster in parts of Texas, while Girl and Boy Scout camps were 

cancelled in national forests nearby Paso del Norte. In the State of Chihuahua, agriculture 

and the cattle industry suffered major losses while the heat claimed the lives of several 

Chihuahuenses and cases of cholera sprouted throughout the state. 

By mid-summer of 1996, water conservation plans were being discussed in local 

conferences while the border governors were meeting in Santa Fe discussing the fact that 



51 

"pressing problems know no borders" (El Paso Times 6-16-96). In Chihuahua and 

Sonora, Russian rain-making techniques were being explored in order to address the 

drought. By the end of the summer, torrential rains were pouring into nearby Truth or 

Consequences. New Mexico. 

While Yeltsin was being picked as the new Russian leader and Netanyahu was heading 

Israel, Dole in the United States was vowing to lead a "conser\ ative revolt" against 

President Clinton's re-election efforts (ibid 5-19-96). Perot, in turn, was leading the 

Reform Party platform against both President Clinton's and Dole's endeavors. The 

Unibomber, Ted Kaczynski was caught and indicted that summer almost about the time 

the United Farm Workers were able to end a 17-year battle with the country's "#3" lettuce 

grower. And while a U.S. base near Dharan in eastern Saudi Arabia was bombed, in 

El Paso soldiers trained in the Roving Sands." 

During the summer of 1996, thousands of union teachers protested in Mexico City 

demanding a 100% wage increase while the Popocatepetl volcano nearby continued 

loosing its snowy top to a lava dome. The teachers eventually obtained a 22% increase 

and political leaders then proceeded to debate voting rights for Mexicanas and Mexicanos 

living outside of Mexico. And while former President Salinas was being tied to at least 

70 suspicious bank accounts that summer. President Zedillo was declaring that, not only 

• Because El Paso and Ciudad Juarez sit in the middle of the Chihuahua Desert, over the last several years 
the Roving Sands training program for the U.S. military, as well as other allied forces, has been taking place 
in the desert areas that fall on the U.S. side of the political divide. The annual project is not only a vehicle 
for training in desert military maneuvers but it provides an economic boost to the area. 
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recovery from the 1994 crisis was underway but that Mexicanos and Mexicanas were 

absolutely fed up with corruption. 

In San Diego, California, some citizens organized an airport posse and, dressed in 

t-shirts designed to look like Border Patrol uniforms, proceeded to pick-up "anyone who 

wears out-of-style clothing and speaks Spanish" (ibid 6-18-96). But in another border 

area, in Ciudad Juarez-El Paso, the pressing problems reported were those of rising 

unemployment due to trans-national plants such as Allen Bradley and Hasbro closing, the 

discoveries of additional bodies of young women in Ciudad Juarez—possibly including 

the body of a U.S. runaway, and the increase use of Rohypnol and Ecstasy by El Paso 

teenagers. 

Nevertheless, that summer the lives of some Pasenas and Pasenos were livened up 

by Father Tardiff s Mission of Miracles as well as by Mana's summer concen." And, 

throughout the summer, police officers on both sides of the Juarez-El Paso divide 

struggled to curtail juvenile drinking activities by policying the international bridges. 

Deciphering the Research Goal 

During the recesses of my doctoral coursework I had recorded hours of conversations 

with two women at El Paso del Norte, one on each side of the border.^ The collection of 

their life stories interrupted and reapproached at the end of several semesters had pointed 

^ Father Emiliano Tardiff is a Canadian priest who organizes Pentecostal healing tours. While visiting 
Ciudad Juarez and El Paso in late May of 1996 the local newspapers reported that an estimated 50,000 
people participated in two of his sessions. Mana is a soft-protest rock group from Me.xico. 
^AChS 1994; MTRR 1995. 
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in the direction of the overarching research goal: I wanted to record narratives of women 

in this El Paso area, to record the voices of Paseiias. The collection of these El Paso 

voices would be, on the one hand, a process of creating and re-creating another 

perspective on local history through a short-range hoarding of narratives. .At that time I 

thought that the recorded narratives could be placed both in the sanctity of oral history 

archives in universities in Ciudad Juarez, Chihuahua and El Paso, Texas, but also in the 

hands of the women sharing these conversations with me. 

However, in questioning the characteristics of these initial experiences, including the 

relationship between participants, that is, between researcher and contributor^ I began to 

imagine a longer range project. The project would be that of analyzing the conversational 

moments in order to decipher, within the contexts of the specific exchange, the apparent 

sameness and difference of being, of making a life on each side of this particular political 

divide. 

Of specific importance to me were the voices of women, especially women w ith 

Mexican cultural backgrounds; women I refer to as "Mexicanas." for the most part, 

throughout this manuscript.^ Eventually, my research would have to seek the voices of 

women in other groups, other Pasenas participating in the economic and political histories 

of the area. But, for the imminent fieldwork experience, I would document some of the 

^ See. for example. Rosaldo 1989; Lavie 1990; Behar 1993; Lugo 1995. 
The topic of what belonging identifier we call ourselves became a topic of discussion throughout the 

research conversations and will be elaborated upon in subsequent chapters. For additional discussions on 
this subject, see. fore.xample. de la Torre and Pesquera 1993. 
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voices of women living in this area whose cultural background had ties with the ways of 

life from Mexico in general, and Northern Mexico, El Norte, in particular. 

Once in the field, however, I had to re-address this apparent unity of culture 

because in the El Paso del Norte area. Mexican-ness is lived within two different 

countries. Furthermore, in this El Paso del Norte area. El None, as an economic-

political area, as a culture site, becomes the U.S. Southwest—and vice versa—after 

momentaneous encounters with immigration and customs law agents on both sides of 

the divide. At the root of these tidal transformations lie not only State definitions of 

nationhood but also divergent colonial projects and colonizing processes. 

Approaching '*The Fieldwork Experience'" 

In order to carve out the beginnings of an anthropological fieldwork experience. 1 

began to participate in academic and political activities, in conferences, workshops, 

lectures and meetings of various groups in El Paso, Texas and Ciudad Juarez, Chihuahua. 

I began traveling to surrounding cities and towns in both countries and participating in 

formal and informal exchanges in order to better grasp my understanding of a wider 

region, of histories of groups of people whose lives had at times transformed not only in 

unison but also as a reaction of one against the activities of another. I began to discuss 

with other regional scholars, with anthropologists, sociologists, historians, linguists, 

teachers as well as university students from various backgrounds, issues of imagined 

regions and localities. 



But I also began to attend those other activities—the "social" ones which I had 

ncglected partially by developing careers outside of the home and family environment, 

and perhaps also by having changed residence to the United States side of this border, hi 

fact, after more than 20 years of residing continuously on the El Paso, Texas side of this 

border, I had almost entirely renounced these transcendental social encounters. These 

spaces of social interaction were not only my vehicle for "participant observ ation" during 

the course of the fieldwork experience; they were also the arenas where I was able to 

engage conversations with women and men, and at times with children from diverse 

backgrounds. 

Specifically, Who and How? 

Beginning that summer of 1996,1 surprisingly found myself going to many Catholic 

Church functions, although I also found myself attending functions in other churches as 

well. There were weddings, funerals, wakes, rosaries, baptisms, first-communions, and 

graduations to attend. And there were bridal and baby showers, pinatas, debutante balls 

and bar-mitzvahs. But there were also retirement, promotion, and contract-achievement 

celebrations, as well as visiting-speaker receptions and simple get-togethers. Family 

reunions of my own family but also of the families of the women whose voices I was 

recording began to surface, alongside breakfast and prayer group reunions. And it was in 

these sites of interaction that I began to narrow the scope of my research in this border 
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The overarching issue of Mexican-ness, not only culturally but as an allegiance to a 

nation project, proliferated in the discourse of academic, business, and social settings. 

Yet this discourse seemed to be more prevalent within the fields of exchanges with 

people of more affluent means. This particular characteristic was especially true for those 

individuals I encountered in Ciudad Juarez, although some of the Mexicanas and 

Mexicanos already living in the United States side of El Paso expressed themselves in 

this way too. The discourse of belonging was fraught with suggestions of inclusiveness 

and exclusivity not only of nationhood projects but of religion, cultural projects, place. 

That is, the discourse in fact was a mora! one, one of how one ought to live. And the 

issue then of who lived on the other side, en el otro lado of this "border" setting, seemed 

to refer more to a specific cultural differentiation. These differentiation schema, I found 

out, were as harsh as the political divide and the surprises kept by the meandering two-

name river. 

Through interactions, suggestions, reminders and referrals secured through the 

seemingly frivolous productions sites, I began to visit, converse, and record conversations 

with individual women on both sides of the political divide. Some of the women I 

decided to inter\'iew I remembered meeting them as a child or as a teenager, and so 1 

knocked on their doors and re-introduced myself. Others were mentioned to me through 

fieldwork or everyday conversations which triggered my curiosity. I subsequently often 

looked for them and went through the same pattern of visiting, introducing or re

introducing myself. 
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It is almost a certainty that our collective histories opened the initial doors, but I 

secured the recording sessions by cultivating the new relationships through visits and 

telephone calls. On occasions I also had to cultivate a relationship w ith family members 

in order to facilitate the conditions that, for the most part, led me to recorded 

conversations. The actual recorded conversations range in size from about 2 to 15 hours. 

When I was unable to record a conversation, I documented in my field notes my memory 

of the conversation elements immediately upon conclusion of a session. 

There were, of course, those who didn't want to participate in the inter\'iewing 

process. The rejections were sometimes expressed in simple terms such as a spoken 

unwillingness to participate; but at times, rejection came in subtler ways such as 

postponements or cancellations of appointments. Furthermore, veiled rejection to 

participation in projects by anthropologists in general, "esos antropolocos" were 

sometimes tossed around laughingly at social gatherings. 

In all, 1 recorded and documented in depth conversations with 30 women during the 

period of June 1996 through August 1997. These women, at that time, ranged in ages 

between 22 and 98 years old. 

Still another aspect of these border Mexicanas, whose narratives became an object of 

my research, is that early in the research experience I noticed that, as a social scientist. I 

wanted but couldn't catalog them, categorize them, quantify them in terms of "being" 

"Antropologo" is Spanish for anthropologist but in a derisive tone, the word "antropoloco" is often 
substituted. That is, the ending "logos," study of, is substituted for "loco." deranged. 
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from either side of the Uriited States-Mexico political boundary in which they lived. In 

fact, they and I couldn't even catalog ourselves in these terms. That is. I came to realize 

that the source of my data was a moving object, a narrative not only of a process of living, 

but of living this process in an area forcefully defined as two separate national projects. 

Furthermore, several of the women interviewed, like myself, have shifted residence 

from one side to the other of the political divide, and back, during our lifetimes. In fact, 

some even switched countries of residence during the research period. Yet. whether 

permanently shifting residence or merely crossing the political boundaries for daily living, 

most of the research women have managed to make a life on both sides of the national 

divide. And, particularly striking, were the ways in which the privileges inherit in this 

shifting activity have been naturalized through language. 

The majority of the conversations documented were carried out in Spanish, although 

several of the conversations with women residing on the El Paso, Te.xas side were done 

primarily in English. On both sides of the political border, however, I soon realized that 1 

was dealing with women who, for the most part, 1) could weave in and out of the English 

and Spanish languages, and 2) were Spanish-dominant but consciously or unconsciously 

peppered their narrative with English words or vice versa. In fact, the form and degree or 

language switching varied widely because, within the contexts observed, code-switching 

is at times an intended marking of otherness: an otherness which may be casual and 

frivolous, cosmopolitan or even nationalistic, but definitely elitist. That is, the flux usage 
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of languages I observed pointed not to real or imaginary cultural limits or limitations, but 

to specific positions of privilege.'^ 

As I began detecting some of these group characteristics, I also began to interweave 

into our conversations topics which would help me clarify certain aspects of the 

production of this particular type of border life. During our conversations, issues of 

nation-ness were prevalent, primarily argued through ideologies of belonging or not to a 

place, to a religion, to a family name, to a cultural project. 

These topics were often coupled with arguments of who is the one living "en el otro 

lado," on the other side both of the political but also of the cultural divide. But as a 

native to the region, 1 soon realized that I am used to adjusting to the many variations of 

language use as lived in the El Paso-Ciudad Juarez area. I only became aware of how we 

were using languages during our conversations when I found myself writing field notes in 

a specific conventional language such as Spanish or English or in a combination of both. 

I initially attributed the documenting in one language or another to the degree of my 

physical tiredness at the time I did the writing—usually late at night. However, I soon 

began suspecting that whatever choice of language I made while writing field notes had to 

be partially related to the languages in which we conversed, the languages in which we 

e.xperienced the exchanged moments. That is, the languages we were using were not only 

Within the last several years I have been able to observe this elitist code-switching also appearing as a 
rising characteristic in academic or "intellectual" circles not only in Me.xico's border regions but throughout 
Me.xico. Observe, for example, the writings and public appearances of Carlos Monsivais and Jorge 
Castaiieda. An elitist English to Spanish code-switching form in the United States has been documented by 
Jane Hill. See, for example. Hill 1993. 1994. 1995. 
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English and Spanish, but also the languages of belonging and/or not to a national project, 

the languages of particular cultural inclusions and exclusions. And I noticed that the 

women involved in my research project were living, for the most part, bourgeois well-to-

do lifestyles; furthermore, many can be said to have belonged through their immediate or 

extended families to what is known in Latin America as "clase media acomodada." 

This expression, clase media acomodada, could translate into something such as a 

well-located, well-positioned middle classness. But as I will elaborate in Chapter 3, this 

well-located middle classness may in fact refer to social organization and structure 

imageries emanating from both 19"^ century industrial capitalism and modernization 

projects as well as from other economic and political processes of past. Furthermore, the 

"classness" refers to specific practices, beliefs, customs, rather than the motionless and 

narrow statistical quantifiers—such as "middle class"~used in many fields to denote an 

approximated economic condition. 

One woman in Ciudad Juarez described this position within a social structure model 

as being part of ''el engranaje" (JCR 1997). This pivotal characterization would be 

akin to that of being part of the central shifting element if a mechanical gear is 

envisioned. The centrality of action, however, whether expressed in terms of a whole 

social class of people or as an individual's locatedness within a perceived social group, 

pointed to historical trajectories of economic and political development of specific 

communities. In fact, in the conversations I documented, I found remnants, vestiges of 

several historical directive processes. 
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Una Tacita de Cafe - The Flavor of the Utterance 

Following my experiences of the initial collection of life narratives, I sought the same 

informal settings I had looked for visiting, for conversing—a kitchen, a patio, a study, 

living or dining area. Most of the fieldwork conversations took place in the homes of the 

women being recorded. Yet, because of work or school circumstances, two of the 

recording sessions were done in the basement-den of my own home while three were 

done in local coffee shops. I also visited with four of the women at their workplaces. 

While the intimacy of the setting and the conversational moments, the utterance, was my 

primary area of focus, subsequent visits, telephone exchanges and social encounters 

allowed me to contextualize these women's narratives, particularly their life stories, 

within wider frames of family and community life. 

But how did an appointment for conversing acquire the full flavor and warmth of a 

cup of coffee? When I approached a woman and asked her if I could interview her as pan 

of my dissertation research, I asked her if we could simply talk about things she had done 

throughout her life. Yet, rather than recording the static collection of life facts, that is, 

recording unilaterally narrated—or confessed—life histories, I engaged each of the women 

in conversations about the themes and people surfacing from their life's narratives. 

These narratives then, whether collected through conversations occurring on different 

occasions or on single-day visits reflect pieces of the shared autobiographies of everyday 

people, including myself. These shared pieces of life, then could be imagined along the 

lines of what Linde (1993) has referred to as "life stories." That the research participants 
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and myself often exchanged life stories while we shared cups of coffee is incidental. But 

the expression "^un cafecito?" invariably pointed to seeking, to initiating a particular type 

of moment of exchange. 

Simply stated, life stories can be those stories I tell you in order for you to get to know 

me (Linde 1993). However, Linde further suggested that "life story" as a sociological 

concept may not be a universal one. In fact, she has argued that the form and content of a 

life story will be reflective of specific cultures and that it is further negotiated at the 

moment of the exchange. 

In approaching prospective research participants I initially mentioned that I wanted 

them to tell me about themselves, to tell me about their lives. Much to my surprise, most 

of these women did not seem to have a readily available inner life story, regardless of 

whether or not they had experienced a number of ordering-life processes as divergent as 

completing office forms—including medical histories, formulating resumes, or even 

effectuating what is referred to in religious circles as an examination of conscience. 

These activities force one to think of events, people and chronologies in relation to one's 

present self. They also make one think of that present self in relationship to a specific 

interlocutor or moment of exchange. 

Our recorded and unrecorded conversations began quite open-ended, by my usually 

picking up on a comment made during the initial greeting, a casual, everyday comment on 

family, health, local politics, the weather, or a shared collective memory. At times, 

however, I did guide the conversation for these women to narrate specific aspects of their 
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lives to me. Some of the women were engaging storytellers and conversationalists. In 

fact, one of them continually reminded me of a ma.\im she had acquired earlier in life, "el 

conversar es ,un arte que se ha perdido a la television," conversing is an art which has 

been lost to television (MTRR 1995-1998). Yet, carrying out a conversation requires the 

researcher to actively participate and this often created the little discontinuances which I 

was later able to observe; that is, in analyzing a transcribed conversation, the 

momentaneous switches from scholarly judgments to the abandon of personal 

engagement so commonly experienced in fieldwork can be observed. 

But while collecting these life stories I observed that on occasions, the women opted 

to begin telling me about their lives with a particular story while others began with details 

of their birth. Others, yet, began telling me about themselves through narratives of their 

families, their ancestors and their relationship to the region. 

As we conversed I began to grasp some the subtleties which point to the specific ways 

one carries or not, one tells or not, an inner life story. For example, two or three of the 

women had been previously interviewed for media or academic reasons and I was able to 

recognize in their narrative, more of a linear, static attempt to unilaterally narrate their 

lives' facts (IS 1996; LV 1997; ARCh 1997). In these cases, I had to be particularly 

proactive in engaging in conversational form the themes surfacing from their narratives. 

Others seemed more uncertain as to how to narrate the mosaics of their lives and their 

narrated life stories evolved almost in spurts. 
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Nevertheless whether readily imagined or not, whether narrated in a particular 

sequence or not, the exchanged stories seemed to contain that continuous process of re-

interpretation of past moments of our lives. Consequently, for the purpose of this 

research project, I decided to conceptualize the collected narratives as "life stories." In 

them I saw not only mental reinterpretations of one's life, but actual life histories in 

motion and historiographies of the region within these women's stories. 

Yet, the life stories collected, and particularly those analyzed here, are for the most 

part self narratives. That is, they are not only stories told by others about us."^ In both 

cases the discourse is a discourse of a re-negotiated "past" but the number and character 

of actors involved in the re-interpretation processes is different. 

Re-negotiation of this past occurs whether we imagine the past as the simple 

occurrences we faced this morning or as the remembered snapshots within our life 

histories. The snapshots of life, when recalled, are subject to revision because of the 

particularity of the moment for the person recalling. Additionally, when a specific mental 

recall is exchanged, the snapshot of life can become a static oral unit and a unit of social 

interaction as well. In this way, through the exchange with another person and with other 

historical moments, the snapshots and the individuals engaged in the exchange, change. 

And the particularities of the moment of exchange would have quietly changed too. 

** See for example Tsing 1990; Garza-Falcon 1998. 
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These social routines of exchange and change may resemble a subtle dance movement, 

a sort of rhythm and motion of ocean waves which has been analyzed as mental processes 

by some or as patterns of grammatical components by others. But the automated imagery 

suggested by a term such as "process," which we often use when describing social 

interaction, points to a material aspect of this social interaction—to the exchange, and 

change, of ideas and of people. It points to social reproduction. Furthermore, the term 

"process" may in fact be appropriate if we borrow the notion of extended dialogues as 

elaborated by M. Bakhtin and V. Volosinov.'" 

While analyzing material aspects of language which would go beyond Saussure's 

grammatical components of speech. M. Bakhtin and V. Volosinov focused on the 

production of everyday language, but specifically, on the rhythms of exchange and 

change. They argued that, within and between these instantaneous moments of life, a 

series of exchanges, of dialogues, are continuously and simultaneously taking place. 

Among others, the dialogues are introspection of our own life's experiences; 

conversations with the individuals, ideologies and institutions participating in that life; 

with the particular settings and circumstances of the recalled moments; and with the 

particular settings and circumstances of the moment of e.xchange. 

In my fieldwork research I carried this dialogical focus of everyday life. But, as Linde 

reminded us, the stories we actually tell about ourselves are also tied to the specific 

See Bakhtin [1935] 1994; Volosinov [1929] 1973, 1996; for discussion of the Bakhtin/Volosino\ debate 
see Clark and Holquist 1984 and Holquist [1990] 1994. 
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relations we establish with a particular addressee. And these include the momentaneous 

transformations of particular relationships. In this light, as a researcher participant, 1 was 

particularly observant of the moments which could change the dynamics of the 

relationship, the moments of intimacy but also the moments of distantiation. At hand 

were issues not only of negotiated relationships between researcher and contributor. 

There were also re-negotiations of our collective histories as Pasefias, as Paseiias of 

divergent border processes which continuously provide each one of us with cultural 

positions, with ideologies of gender, class, color, age, nation. 

It can be argued, then, that the circumstances of the moment of exchange include not 

only the introspection, individuals, ideologies, institutions, settings and circumstances of 

the recall of the one or more persons engaged in the exchange, but the previously 

negotiated relations between those persons as well. It could also be argued that these 

exchanges create changes in our processes of being. These intersected moments of 

thought and feeling, of exchanges, experience and being, contextualized within wider 

historical dimensions are precisely what Volosinov and Bakhtin called utterance. 

And it is these conversations, these dialogues of pasts and presents that are the crux of 

my research, because it was in these dialogues that I found a number of relations of power 

were being expressed momentarily, yet continually. Furthermore, by conceptualizing the 

process of being as an ongoing event, these simple utterances in everyday life not only 

provide a field for the expression of petite relations of power but they in fact continuously 
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reflect effects of power, vestiges of prior individual and collective relations. In these 

contexts, I began to imagine our dialogues as reflecting and creating histories. 

Re-Creating an Utterance for Interpretation 

The conversations through which the life stories were narrated were initially captured, 

for the most part, by the use of a recorder which, after securing approval from each 

participant, I casually placed by the area where the exchanges were taking place. There 

were, however, moments when some of the women asked me to turn off the equipment 

because, as one woman in Ciudad Juarez told me, "hay historias que no son para ser 

grabadas" (MTRR 1994). This expression can translate into either "there are stories that 

are not meant to be taped" or "there are stories that are not meant to be recorded." In the 

contexts in which Mrs. RR used this expression or other women used similar expressions 

(MAW 1996; VCChP 1997; MIAC 1996; AAQ 1996), their very intimate stories were 

obviously well "recorded" in their minds. In fact, oftentimes, these experiences and their 

stories had taken a material form in the writing of a letter, a poem, a picture, or between 

the folds of an elaborate hand-fan, the well kept pieces of cloth, china, jewelry...What 

these women were saying to me was that there are some life stories which are not meant 

to be common knowledge. 

Furthermore, there were women who decided to visit with me on a number of 

occasions'' but who asked, for a series of reasons, not to be recorded. These reasons 

'' At the time of this writing I continue to maintain regular communication with at least half of the research 
participants who remain alive. 
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included the sound of one's aging voice or thoughts, the perceived minuteness of our 

existences and conversations, the inhuman-ness of a moment of exchange being 

diminished by electronic equipment, the public knowledge of very private moments, 

thoughts...(CVV 1996; RJPG 1996; TAT 1997; MDLT 1997). 

From the notes and transcripts of the recorded and unrecorded moments of exchange, I 

developed an inventory of the salient topics discussed as the life stories of these women, 

and of my own self, unfolded through our conversations. The recorded words continue 

reminding me of specific moments, of those changes of positioning, language, tone, self, 

that were so much a part of the fieldwork experience. And these moments of recorded 

and unrecorded intimacy, of communion and at times of distantiation,'" are the basis for 

each one of the chapters in this dissertation.'^ 

Finally, I kept a log of particularities for each of the participants which included issues 

such as whether or not I could use their names. Most of them had no qualms about their 

first or last name being used while others toyed with the idea of seeing themselves as 

actresses of an academic theater. One of the women, Mrs. VV (1996) even gave herself 

the name of "la seiiora de la calle Stanton" and laughed every time she referred to herself 

in these third-person terms.At the same time, another woman repeatedly told me, "mis 

I am grateful to Raquel Rubio-Goldsmith for calling to my attention some of the intricacies in conducting 
social inquiry when the research vehicle involves the collection of oral histories. 
'Mn my incorporation of the pieces of conversations throughout the chapters I have retained certain 
elements of emphasis, hesitation and momentary silence in order for the reader to better capture some of the 
e.xtended elements of the utterances. 
'•* The e.vpression can translate somewhere between "the lady on Stanton Street" and "the woman on 
Stanton Street" depending on the particularities of the contexts in which it was uttered. In this Mrs. VV's 
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palabras son tuyas, te las he dado a ti para que hagas con ellas lo que tii quieras" my 

words are yours, I have given them to you to do with them as you please (RJPG 1996-

2000). 

Yet, as I began to write about these women's lives I had to resolve in my mind the fact 

that I was not only a researcher but a resident and a native of the area. I had to intertwine 

into the research analysis the fact that my own life and the lives of my family members 

are directly and at times indirectly tied to these women's histories and to the regional 

historiographies surfacing in our conversations. I had to face the fact that my research 

interests were tied to the very place where my family and I have made our lives for a 

number of years. That is, anonymity, confidentiality and privacy were no longer abstract 

issues of research methods but specific faces and moments. 

On the other hand, it seemed to me that merely changing the names of the people I 

encounter as I continue to live in the Paso del Norte area, that is creating semi-fictitious 

characters of everyday people I know, would have been a form of negating their existence 

as well as their participation in this research project. In some cases, in fact, I would have 

been going against their expressed wishes. Furthermore, by creating imaginary names for 

these women I would be negating a direct outcome of their participation in this project— 

the relationships established or transformed between us. 

case such particularities included the tone, detachment, anonymity and even laughter of the actual 
e.xpressions. 
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For these reasons, I have opted to reference the women involved in my research, 

within the text as well as in the bibhographical "References" section, through the initials 

of the names they used to refer to themselves. In some cases these names have included 

one or more first names and the combinations of mother, father or husband surnames. 

Nevertheless, if particular individuals requested that a specific name be used—or not, I 

have followed their requests. Through these narration and bibliographical strategies I 

may at times be disguising the closeness or coldness of our research encounters and of 

our present relationships. Nevertheless, I hope to maintain the argument that these 

women are real and that the histories of nations, of appropriations and divisions of 

people's lives, lands, and ways of living, are reflected in the daily lives, encounters and 

relationships of ordinary people. 

Conclusions 

One can, and many in fact do, live at El Paso del Norte by solely living on the United 

States or solely on the Mexican side of the political divide. But many of us, from all 

walks of life, make our lives on both sides of this political limit. Consequently, when I 

returned to El Paso del Norte the summer of 1996,1 had to re-acquaint myself with the 

sweet and sour taste that national boundaries place on a region as well as with the 

everyday experiences which naturalize our freedom, or not, to cross an international 

divide established by histories and laws. That summer also I found myself re-leaming 

senseless border activities such as appraising the continuously redesigned concrete mazes 
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at border checkpoints, ignoring the dogs which sniff our vehicles and our bodies for 

drugs, and snubbing the newest electronic gadgets elaborated in both countries for the 

purpose of containing, or not, the movement, the lives of peoples. 

Within this frame of boundaries, of limits, of impossible containment of cultures and 

of imagined cohesiveness of ways, I began to focus on some of the transgressors of these 

limits. And I began to address the apparent sameness and differences of making a life, of 

speaking, of being on each side of the political divide. But as I traversed "the fieldwork 

experience," I once again realized that life in this border area of El Paso del Norte is lived 

on both sides of the political divide within the contexts of several languages—the obvious, 

Spanish, English, and variations of mixtures of both. Yet, I also faced the not-so-obvious 

"languages" of lived experiences, the presence of past and present ideologies of class, 

gender, age, color, of purported religious and national affiliations. 

The expression "las costumbres de nosotros," our customs, surfaced time and again, 

whether in the intimacy of an utterance or in the generalizations of group conversations. 

As I began questioning the usage of phrases such as our customs, the way we do things, 

the way we are, I noticed that through these phrases 1 was being incorporated, for the 

most part, into a world where others were being left out. 

The "customs" were explained to me always in terms of behavior, whether these 

expected patterns of behavior related to ways in which we run our households, deal with 

parents, husbands, wives, children and elders, employees, money...and the mandates were 

as simple as insuring there was a freshly pressed petite linen accompanying a 
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refreshment, doing things throughout one's life in a certain way, or simply "living life 

through love." As I pressed on to decipher what these expressions of difference meant, I 

began to understand that the "costumbres" invariably dealt with ways of being, with 

expected behavior for members of perceived groups. Furthermore, elaboration of "the 

customs" invariably included the exacting discourse of expected behavior of women, 

including insuring a specific company for one's children. 

This issue of insuring a specific company for one's children often came up when 

discussing seemingly simple everyday activities varying from choosing the services of 

medical care, to going to specific schools, social gatherings and even shopping areas. 

During my research, the issue became particularly worthy of notice because the aspects of 

"las costumbres de nosotros" in which I began to focus were not only ways of being, 

feeling, knowing and subtly promoting of bourgeois individuals or older women and men. 

In my observations, I found that the exclusionary ways were being practiced by women 

and men at all age stages. Additionally, I was able to observe children and young 

teenagers already acting out many of these inclusionary/exclusionary ways. 

To me, these languages of inclusion/exclusion to nationhood and cultural projects 

pointed to histories of groups, to converging, conflicting/coinciding endeavors of people 

which define space and place. They also pointed to wider images of time and regions. In 

fact, for me the limiting languages pointed to experiences which made two divergent 

colonial processes meet, transform, and pretend to coexist. But the ability to comfortably 

navigate with elements of these transformed colonial processes as observed, pointed not 
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merely to real or imaginary cultural limits or limitations, but to specific positions of 

privilege, to privileges of belonging or not to a place, to a religion, to a family name, to a 

cultural project. 

It is within this historical perspective that I have attempted to understand the limiting 

languages of likeness and difference I engaged during this fieldwork experience. It is 

within this historical perspective that I have located the narratives, the everyday 

expressions which point to vestiges of prior economic, social, and political relations as 

lived in this Paso del Norte. 

Finally, it is important to point out that the product of my fieldwork experience is not a 

series of chapters on border women in general or Mexican border women in particular. It 

is not a biographical sketch of privilege, either. It is meant to depict specific encounters 

between participants of a research process. It is also meant to be a reflection of specific 

moments in simultaneous processes of being, of specific niches of life, "recovecos de 

vida." It is also meant to be a reflection on the insidious relationship of everyday life and 

historical transformations. 

In all cases, however, as our conversations evolved, the topics of how one ought to 

live materialized whether narrated as a lived experience or as a paradox of life. And these 

experiences and circumstances were often defended, rationalized by all participants, 

through arguments, excuses of national boundaries. Within these frames, enigmas and 

paradoxes abound. But our internal dialogues continue. 
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In the next chapter I engage a conversation of Ann Stoler with Michel Foucault 

regarding Foucauit's sketches on the European Bourgeois. In doing so I contribute to the 

argument that older racist discourses often reappear in new forms after continuously 

being recovered and transformed in time. In El Paso del Norte, these discourses 

reappeared during my fieidwork e.xperiences as a gendered discourses of customs and 

class, but a specific class of frequently addressed backgrounds and characteristics. 
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Chapter 3 
El Cngranaje 

Introduction - From the field notes on an evening of social production 

A Saturday evening in the summer of 1999 was the stage for celebrating Cuquita's 

birthday. It was her 100'*^ birthday and it was to be celebrated with a Catholic Church 

mass and a reception being referred to simply as a "family" get-together. Through these 

events, inter-connected groups of people primarily now living in Ciudad Juarez, 

Chihuahua, El Paso, Texas, and Las Cruces, New Mexico, were brought together. 

For her birthday celebration Cuquita received a number of flowers, including several 

boxes ftill of long-stem red roses that were individually distributed to guests at the family 

reception. The formal—and magnificent—flower bouquets she received earlier that day, 

however, were to be taken the next day to local Catholic temples at her request. In this 

way, she argued, anybody honoring God through church attendance could also partake in 

what she saw as mere "additional blessings" of a birthday occasion. Moreover, the 

individual distribution of long-stem roses at the family reception carried Cuquita's ever-

present pious and humble touch as little thank you cards were also distributed to 

participants at the reception. In them, printed in delicate script letters, was the send-off 

blessing that Cuquita often bestowed upon those close to her. A signature line in her 
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name completed the thank you note: 

•Kgfugio Jdqucz de Querra. " 

Most of the evening's participants had family ties with Cuquita while others had 

developed friendship ties with her or her family members over many a year. Some of 

them can be said to be economically and politically wealthy, and most consider 

themselves or are considered by others as "clase media acomodada," the well-located, 

well-positioned middle class." This location of class was simply described to me by a 

woman in Ciudad Juarez as being part of "El Engranaje" (JCR 1997). In other words, 

when imagining a society as a piece of equipment, "el engranaje" would be the central set 

of gears that make movement and change possible. 

During my fieldwork experience I often found the expression of strength and position, 

of perceived centrality in terms of production and achievement to also be an expression 

of affinity, of a sense of belonging. And those present at Cuquita's reception not only felt 

as part of this well-positioned, this center classness; many shared the added characteristic 

of belonging to families whose members have actually shaped and directed many aspects 

' Cuquita often times mentioned to me that she considered her full name to be Refugio Jaquez Provencio de 
Guerra (RJPG 1996); throughout her funeral ser\'ices in February of 2000. however, the more culturally 
formal name of Maria del Refugio Jaquez Vda. dc Guerra was used. "Vda." is an abbreviation for viuda. 
widow. For purposes of this research project. Cuquita asked that her name or nicknames. Cuca. Cuquita. 
be used. 
• I am indebted to Zulma Mendez, a colleague now at Riverside, for pointing out that if the popular phrase 
"clasc media acomodada" if pronounced ironically as "clase mcdia-acomodada" the meaning changes from 
well-positioned middle class to a-more-or-less positioned class. This ironic change in pronunciation also 
points to a tension created when the notion of "class" is envisioned primarily as an accumulation of status 
and prestige and then the clement of economic standing is added to the classificatory formula. However, 
the issue of locatedness within a perceived social space remains at stake. 
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of the region. That is, the central shifting elements of the perceived social apparatus have 

also been at the base of the region's overall productive systems across time. 

Today, whether presently affluent or not, influential beyond their "family" confines or 

not, the individual members of these regional class groups live, for the most part, what 

we often imagine in the United States as upper-middle, professional class-certainly well 

to-do lifestyles. In our conversations, Cuquita often referred to the people involved in 

these historical programs, relationships and alliances, to members of her own family, as 

"the people who have brought culture and progress to these lands" (RJPG 1996). In this 

discourse of empire, Cuquita was also telling us that these well-positioned people have 

played key roles not only in the economic and political changes in the region but in the 

production and reproduction of particular lifestyles as well. 

Cuquita's birthday homage took place in the spacious candle-lit gardens of her niece's 

Juarez Country Club house where guests were welcomed at the door and through the 

terrace by members of Cuquita's immediate family. The honor table was placed in the 

garden's terrace overlooking the garden. There, by the main lights and in the wheelchair 

that kept her company for about six years, sat Cuquita-observing and being observed by 

those present. 

She wore a black dress, which draped across her tiny figure and seemed to simply 

repose on the left-hand side of her chest. There, a corsage of very small white rose buds 

marked the celebration while at the same time held the folds of Cuquita's dress. Shawls 

that had been delicately woven and embroidered with amber pieces of lace and silk 
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ribbon covered her arms and most of her small frame. Her face and nails were perfectly 

made up, punctuated by a quiet reddish tone of lipstick and nail polish. Her hands, 

although ravaged by arthritis, each held the rings she usually wore: the one large garnet 

coupled with a simple marriage band on her left hand, and the ring with three small 

diamonds, representing her daughter and two sons--on her right hand. Large cabochon-

type garnets with marcasite frames dotted her earlobes and a long garnet, pearls, and 

Austrian crystal necklace completed her birthday outfit. For Cuquita, her appearance, 

including her make-up and jewelry were part of her everyday groomed self, "even as an 

older person." It was part of being "coquettish," of being feminine, but also of being a 

Jaquez and a Provencio (RJPG 1996). 

On a number of previous occasions Cuquita and I touched on these topics of one's 

appearance, including the ways one walks and talks-subjects that appeared important to 

Cuquita. Often too, she proudly would describe to me the fact that her father not only 

had been educated by Jesuits in the United States during the later part of the 19th century; 

he was evidently also an impeccable and fashionable dresser, to the point that his children 

were required to clean his shoes every time he walked into the house. And, through these 

instances of veneration, duty, affection and example, the children were, in addition, 

taught the importance of one's attire. 

On this birthday event. Nina,^ Cuquita's friend and "almost sister" (AAQ 1996), who 

was bom a year later and with whom Cuquita shared many aspects of her life, was also 

' N ina is more amply discussed in Chapter 7, where my usage of the name "Nina" is addressed in Note 5. 
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aware of the evening's gazes. "It is a day of celebration" Nina confided, as we both sat 

next to Cuquita and Nina softly caressed the two strands of petite pearls surrounding her 

minute neck. "Debemos lucir para celebrar el cumpleanos de mi amiga," which vaguely 

translates into we must look well in order to celebrate my friend's birthday. Yet, the 

mere translation of this mandate to self—and others—is vague because words do not 

translate the assurance and pride coupled with the apparently paradoxical quietness and 

serenity, the piety, shared by both of these unassuming women. 

This subtlety of how one looks and how one carries oneself in this as in other culture 

group situations are continuous statements of gender, of issues of femininity and 

masculinity'; they are also statements of age. Additionally, they are continuous bodily 

statements of social position and differentiation, of perceived and lived class and 

professed moral and intellectual standing. In fact, one gentleman verbalized this class 

subjectivity a fall afternoon as he lovingly fixed my coat collar while "reminding" me 

that "one always wears one's name inside and out.. .and one does so quietly but 

assuredly" (YAM 1996). 

At one time Cuquita and Nina attended the same elementary school, shared the same 

teachers and confessors. At one time also, they may have been considered by those about 

them as coming from different capitals, whether we imagine these as urban and 
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enterprising or as agricultural and landholding; whether we tied them to efforts of 

incoming settlers or to those of long-time area residents/ But in spite of the prevalent 

town and country regional separation and the occasionally marked differences in terms of 

the status and authority of families such as Cuquita and Nina's, both women were seen by 

now as "seiioras fmas" (IS 1996), as refined ladies from Ciudad Juarez. And not only 

had they both experienced wealth, property and inheritances throughout most of their 

lives; they both saw themselves and other family members weave in and out of these 

visible class locators. 

Both participated and struggled in the games of seeing-and making-their immediate 

and extended family members marry within and outside the social and economic webs 

that at times promoted, reinforced, or weakened their bourgeois lifestyles, perceived 

status and ideological positions. Both, at different times, were instrumental in the 

•* The perceived localized differences partially stem from the 18"" and 19'*' century phenomenon in which 
the development of industry drove masses of people from rural settlements to urbanized areas, resulting in a 
legacy of privileging urban opportunities and activities over rural ones. The town or urban activities came 
to be considered not only intellectual and refined but industrialized and modem. The country, rural 
activities, on the other hand, came to be seen as manual and rustic, as mere agricultural and ranching 
activities carried out through non-modernizing behaviors. In Northern Me.xico, this differentiation between 
town and country, between the rural and the urban, was especially marked since the IS'*" and 19"" century 
economic base rested primarily on ranching and mining activities and areas such as Chihuahua. Parral and 
Paso del Norte, and Santa Fe had already been identified through the Spanish colonial endeavors as centers 
of economic, political and military activity. In this regional schema of power distribution at its intersection 
with the development of modem capitalism and the region's tie to world markets outside of Spain's control, 
the cities became centers of modem urban refinement as well as the principal place of residence for the 
region's capitalists, including new foreigners that were by then migrating to Mexico. These changes of 
residence and of people, of capital and power distribution, appear to have given "permanency," 
"belonging" and "urban" living a rather e.xcessive prominence in the discourse of people in the localized 
areas of Chihuahua. 
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management of their families' resources, whether these resources were people and social 

capital^ or the alliances of money and properties. 

Cuquita and Nina, like many other women in these social groups, lived and capitalized 

their status within a social ordering scheme that is not necessarily tied to the question of 

defining a political or economic standing of a "family breadwinner" today. On the 

surface, this "breadwinner" may still very well be a male member of the family; but the 

family's position within a perceived social and political space is not necessarily tied to 

his means or his occupation. In fact, a family's social standing cannot be said to be 

solely tied to the activities of male family members whether present or past. 

In addition, even in today's changing labor force in Mexico, these women's social 

position would not necessarily be tied to their own participation in a paid labor market or 

to an occupation outside their homes if it occurs at all. That is, their social standing 

within a community has not entirely been tied to a division and participation in a labor 

market that bears them direct economic gains. Nevertheless, both Cuquita and Nina have 

certainly and actively participated in the area's economic and political systems by 

managing their family resources and inheritances over a number of decades. 

For example, while Cuquita never worked outside her home, she did manage and 

redistribute the family properties throughout her life. Nina, on the other hand, learned 

from her father the ins and outs of farming and cattle ranching and, as a young widow. 

' In analyzing the concept of capital in terms of social relations of domination I am following the 
philosophies of habitus and structures of human relations of Maus 1927 and Bourdieu 1984. 
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she took it upon herself to retain and keep active the family's cotton and wheat farms. 

Furthermore, in her elder years, Nina continued to sell and distribute her family's real 

estate holdings. 

But part of Nina and Cuquita's endeavors in managing the family resources did 

include the reproduction of the relations that sustain the perceived socio-economic 

"Engranaje" of the region. And they both participated in this effort through varied, 

oftentimes shared, ways. At the same time, each of them modestly lived simple everyday 

lives. 

On the evening of Cuquita's birthday celebration both Nina and Cuquita were 

widowed and had acted as mothers, grandmothers, and aunts twice and three times. 

They continued to differ in the management of their capitals while vestiges of their past 

relations, including those with past and present ideologies and social systems, united 

them. Their long-time friendship united them as well. And, as I saw in other occasions, 

both of their simple everyday lives were momentarily transformed on that evening by the 

attires they wore, by the objects and people of the celebration, and by the reverence paid 

to each of them. 

Yet, throughout the evening's reification and transformation of the ways of life this 

segment of the upper middle classes share, those ways and customs which Nina often 

talked about in terms of "las costumbres de nosotros" (AAQ 1996), Cuquita and Nina 

simply sat side by side and exchanged little kin stories-from their lives, their children's 
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and grandchildren's lives. And they also talked about their parents' and grandparents' 

lives. 

Cuquita often referred to this type of quaint conversation as a casual exchange of "las 

cosas que uno aprende con los anos y los desenganos." the things one learns through the 

years and through (life's) disenchantments (RJPG 1996). But in the wider spaces of the 

church where the lOO'*^ birthday mass was celebrated as well as in the niece's house 

where the reception took place, about three hundred people of various ages had gathered 

and they too participated in this casually formal e.xchange of notes, on the subtle 

acquisition of knowledge of each others' experiences. These apparently casual 

formalities reinforce the ties that bind the lives of these well-located upper middle 

classes. And social gatherings such as these are re-statements of their alliances and 

positions. 

Nonetheless, by the end of the evening, those of us present at Cuquita's birthday 

celebration had been additionally treated to a fiill-course sit down dinner in order to 

rejoice in Cuquita's birthday and her life. And the woman who took care of Cuquita for 

the last several years, and who had worked for the family for many more years, as 

inconspicuously absent.^ Instead, uniformed waiters as well as the full services of a local 

catering company were hired for the occasion. 

" During my fieldwork, 1 re-encountered the usage of phrases such as "enemigas forzosas," enemies you are 
forced to live with. This e.xpression is commonly used throughout Chihuahua to describe the women 
engaged in doing housework for pay. These Other women are also referred to by a series of other names, 
although, evidently, this is "seldom done to one's face" (SG 1999). While the comple.xity of the 
relationship between household employees and their employers, especially in Northern Me.xico. merits 
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And yet, in spite of the quiet splendor of the evening and the richness of the histories 

represented and played out at this and other similar social reproduction events, Cuquita 

always summed up her philosophy of life in terms of the humble, constraining, "prudent" 

expression, "hay que acomodar, siempre hay que acomodar, a todo y todos"-one should 

accommodate, always accommodate to everything and everybody (RJPG 1996). 

El Engranaje 

The fact that another woman from a long-established family in Ciudad Juarez one 

February morning characterized being part of the "clase media acomodada" in a 

machinery metaphor, as being part of "El Engranaje," (JCR 1997) is neither trivial nor 

naive. This central gears metaphor, this notion of being part of key elements in the 

development of a locality is also charged with the power to exclude from the imagined 

directive group. 

When the lives of these directive groups of people are contextualized within 

productive frames in the histories of a given area, their descendants are often correlated 

in Latin America as being members of the old families, "las familias viejas." Their 

inheritances include the knowledge of belonging, the prescriptions for how one ought to 

behave, but also the productive social relationships, the alliances that are so often 

capitalized. From this standpoint, being part of the localized Engranajes is not only an 

further study, Diaz Barriga's essay in Lugo and Maurcr 2000, provides us with an interesting outlook of 
women working as "domcstics" in Mexico City. 
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apparent social honor (Weber [1946] 1958). It is a capital capable of producing 

economic opportunities across several generations of individuals. 

In my research project I frequently heard references to the notion of the old families as 

well as its repeatedly perceived intersection with the notion of "clase media acomodada" 

(AAQ 1996; MAW 1996; RV 1997; RMGB 1997). Yet, the lines, edges and 

intersections of what I found to be imagined, individually and collcctively. as old families 

or as well-positioned upper middle classness were quite ftizzy. 

On the one hand, both differentiation discourses—location within a social structure and 

length of belonging, are particular to the histories of Latin America; but. in the El Paso 

del None geographic area, "Latin America" politically stops at the northern edge of 

Ciudad Juarez. And, as I elaborate in Chapters 5 and 6, these limits, the boundaries 

within continents, the confines of nations with particular histories, may very well be 

political and certainly long-termed; but they are not necessarily delineated clearly in 

everyday living. 

The perceptions of what it is or not to belong to regional old families or to well-

positioned classes have been elaborated over many a year as the economic and political 

systems of the area developed and as the social structures sustaining these systems 

evolved. That is, the regional classifications of belonging and positionality as lived today 

have been formulated against wider order systems of present and past. 

Differentiation and classification schemes lived today at El Paso del Norte, in Ciudad 

Juarez and in El Paso, are being constructed against the realities of the system we know 



as late capitalism. The elements of the schemes, through the political and economic 

systems lived on both sides of the divide marking this border area, may even lie the 

people of the region with individuals and collectivities living in faraway countries and 

partaking in similar projects of this late capitalism of a trans-national form. 

Although schemes of differentiation and distantiation, of classness and perceived 

prestige and status in a given area may be shared with others individually and collectively 

throughout many other parts of the world, it is individual behaviors within particular 

conditions and relationships that create and reify, that resist and change these very same 

classificatory systems. Furthermore, differentiation and distantiation schemes as lived, 

promoted, and transformed at localized levels, are additionally tied to previous, to older 

world systems of specific economic and ideological dimensions that include the 

historical unequal relations and classificatory systems formed through colonizing and 

colonial endeavors. And, the local meanings of these differentiation strategies are 

saturated with the histories of the particular localities, whether openly and continuously 

articulated or not. 

For example, throughout Latin America and the Caribbean, elements of well-

positioned middle classness or even the actual identification of old families can be 

detected in a number of groups. This may occur because Latin American social 

structures share previous economic and political systems, including those evolving out of 

See. for example. Braudel [1949] 1972; Mintz 1985; Wallerstein 1976; Wolf [1982] 1990; .Abu-Lughod. 
1989. 
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a Spanish colonization experience. In fact, as early as 1799, the writings of Abad y 

Queipo, Bishop of Michoacan, Mexico, already addressed the notion of a "clase 

acomodada" existing in New Spain (Abad y Queipo [1799] 1994:79). 

Yet. by focusing into the unique elements of the well-located upper middle classness 

lived by Mexicano families at El Paso del Norte, one begins to notice that, for one. some 

of the earliest members of what was considered "old families" by the research 

participants came to the region or to the specific Paso del Norte area at different moments 

of historical time and under a myriad of circumstances. In fact, one begins to learn that 

the members of these families participated in projects often divergent or even adversary 

in nature. 

At times, these families coalesced through marriages or through business endeavors. 

They also may have coalesced through collectively shared adversities such as the 

Mexican Revolution'' or Mexico's Catholic Persecution.'^ Sometimes their fortunes were 

amassed or dissolved through each other's family quarrels and deaths. And sometimes. 

Political independence from Spain was gained after a number of battles and negotiations that took place 
between 1810 and 1821. This period in Me.\ican histor\' is known in Me.xico as "La Guerra de 
Independencia." the War of Independence—not to be confused with the Me.xican Revolution initiated in 
1910. 
'' A series of warring efforts and political upheavals between 1910 and the early 1930's has been 
characterized in Me.xican history as "La Revolucion Me.xicana." the Mexican Revolution. Towards the end 
of these struggles and as part of the revolutionary national reconstruction programs, the federal government 
enacted specific policies and laws regarding the practice of Catholicism. These times and programs are 
commonly referred to in contemporary Mexico as "la persecusion religiosa." the religious persecution. 
Yet, the history of independent Mexico is dotted with a number of national programs and projects intended 
to diminish or obliterate the economic and political power of the Catholic Church in that country. That is, 
"the" persecution, though usually framed within specific parameters, has been a long-standing ideological 
and material "war of position" (Gramsci [1929-35] 1992) in Mexico. 
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local members distanced themselves from those groups for the \ ery same reasons that 

others coalesced. 

Furthermore, while some of the descendants of these "familias viejas" at El Paso del 

Norte have made money or have capitalized whatever wealth was accumulated through 

several generations of their ancestors, others live with rather modest means. Others yet 

live middle class lives that are punctuated by ideological and material expressions of an 

almost continuously enacted relational inequality. 

This prevalent, though most subtle, unequal relatedness is characteristic of people 

within these groups regardless of whether they reside in Ciudad Juarez or El Paso, in 

Chihuahua. Panama City, Caracas or Bogota. This relatedness. this knowledge and 

sentiment of intended differences in ways of being and living, this distanced behavior 

binds the people of the "clase media acomodada," the well-positioned social classes. It is 

also part and parcel of their inherited social capital. 

Nonetheless, in a dynamic and turbulent area where two nations such as the United 

States and Mexico meet, where divergent economic, political and social systems are 

forced to co-exist, relational inequality may continuously promote the differentiation and 

distantiation schemes as lived; but it will also question the power'® of the classificatory 

Following the idea that power is an aspect of all relations among people. I have sought to understand the 
means through which power is e.xercised as well as its ever\'day effects on individuals. In so doing, I've 
followed Antonio Gramsci's and Michel Foucault's focus of detecting and e.xamining force relations across 
time, especially drawing attention to the ways through which an individual becomes subjectivized. While 
both authors focused on the formation of the subject within specific settings, Gramsci emphasized 
analyzing how it is that ideas and power are generated and distributed, suggesting not only the existence of 
specific fields of force but also the existence of moments of juncture whereby individuals and collectivities 
act and. in so doing, become political, economic and social subjects. Foucault. on the other hand, stressed 
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blueprints inherent within these systems. In addition, having belonged or belonging to an 

old family or to the well-located, well-positioned upper middle classes on one side of the 

U.S.-Mexico political divide may bear entirely different fruits to individuals or their 

families once the divide is crossed, whether temporarily or permanently. " 

This holds true because of the differences in the moments of a capitalist world-

economy being lived on each side of the political divide and because of the differences in 

the States and the State apparatuses that create and sustain social structures. And it holds 

true whether the notion of "classness" and its cataloging schemes are generally 

formulated against economic and political models (Marx and Engels [1846] 1991; Marx 

[1867] 1990), against more abstracted categories of historical status and prestige (Weber 

[1946] 1958). or against formulas that address notions of social spaces, of relations and 

differentiation (Bourdieu [1982] 1994). 

Through the exchanges with participants of this research project, through our 

conversations with each other and with the silent dialogues of our pasts (Volosinov 

[1929] 1973, 1996]; Bakhtin [1935] 1994), I came to realize that the discourse of old 

families and well-located upper middle classness, as well as that of the purported customs 

of members of these groups, made reference to individuals and groups involved in 

following archaeological methods of reading "te.xts" in order to acquire the knowledge and understanding 
that can help us establish what have been the means through which power is formed and e.xcrcised. He 
emphasized the e.Kamination of those layers of actions that not only create structural relations but have also 
established specific modes of objectification that transform human beings into subjects. 
'' The formation and transformation of the notion of social class in Me.xico at its intersection with the 
notion as lived in the United States is elaborated in Chapter 6. 
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projects not only local in nature, specific to El Paso del Norte. They made reference to 

projects of larger scopes, of wider frames of space, time and ideas. 

Their discourse, including their behavior (Foucault [1969] 1972), continuously made 

reference to a present saturated with the effects a power of economic and political 

systems that tie both sides of the Paso del Norte with each other and with other global 

economy communities. And in this trans-national economic and ideological scheme, the 

leadership of the United States was indubitably present in both individual and collective 

ways. 

Yet the discourse of the people I engaged in this research project was also saturated 

with the vestiges of other relations, with 19th century European Bourgeois ways 

including Euro-U.S. ideas of industrialization and modernization, of liberal thinking, 

individuality and self-determination. And their discourse additionally showed the ever-

present imprint of the Spanish moral colonization process, making their ways closely 

similar to those of other well-positioned classes in Latin America. 

Furthermore, in this region, the Spanish colonizing process subsequently encountered 

another colonization project, that of the United States' westward expansion and 

consequent economic stronghold. And the three historical moments when brought into 

present everyday life seemed to coalesce through simple particularities as when the 

prescriptions for how one ought to live even include what side of the political border one 

should ideally live in. 
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As part of my fieldwork experiences I conversed with "Mexicanas," with women of 

Mexican backgrounds living on both sides of the U.S.-Mexico political border at EI Paso 

del Norte. I conversed with women of various ages and occupations. The common 

threads which challenged me to focus on women who singled themselves out, or were 

singled out by others, as belonging to the well-positioned upper middle classes were; I) 

the customs they kept referencing as being the ways "they" did things; 2) their knowledge 

of these ways; 3) their promotion of the ways. And "their ways" seemed to include a 

paradoxical combination of a lived class differentiation with hints of spirituality but also 

practicality. 

In an attempt to understand these narratives of life I will now begin to engage Ann 

Stoler's conversation with Michel Foucault, specifically on the topic of the European 

Bourgeois. Subsequently I will elaborate on the location of empire within this I9th 

century bourgeois discourse, including both an earlier Spanish colonial project and the 

later physical and economic re-occupation of the area by the United States. Eventually, I 

will add to these discussions the argument that the specificities of each imperial context 

not only shape present day normalizations of customs that are laden with issues of class, 

gender and nationhood: they also contributed in odd ways to the transformation of these 

colonial endeavors and the discourses they left behind. 



Our (Bourgeois) Ways 

The conccpt bourgeois, as it has come down to us from its medieval beginnings through its avatars 
in the Europe of the Ancien Regime and then of the nineteenth-century industrialism seems to be 
diflicult to use with clarity when talking about the twentieth-century world. 

Immanuel Wallerstein/n Balibarand Wallerstein 1991:142 

In History of Sexuality, Volume I, Michel Foucault ([1976] 1990), through a 

perspective of management of the human body and of populations, elaborated the 

arguments for a historical construction of sexuality through the use of power in the form 

of knowledge producing, normalizing ways. In doing so. he introduced us to his 

arguments on "the European Bourgeois," something which he broadly described as a way 

of life, as ways of doing things, as knowledges, discourses, customs, institutions and 

regulations, all prevalent in most of the European countries but also in parts of the present 

United States at the end of the 18th and throughout the 19th centuries. 

Throughout this particular text, Foucault used the terms bourgeois self, bourgeoisie 

and bourgeois class interchangeably; that is, from the individual to the collectivity, from 

an apparent state of mind to the abstracted object, Foucault abstained himself from 

clarifying his interchanged usage of these terms. In this light, Foucault's bourgeois body 

can refer to the individual and to her or his inherited and created conditions; it also refers 

to a social body living specific circumstances. 

When in Western-thought settings we talk about the European Bourgeois of the 1S"' 

and 19"^ centuries, we usually refer to those identifiable types of people, to the classes of 

people in parts of Europe as well as in the United States that, during these one hundred or 

so years, began to lead the development of an economic and political system we know 
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today as industrial capitalism. In this system, commerce, industry and commercialized 

agriculture changed not only in terms of the ways and means through which resources 

were exploited and transported, but also in the ways and means through which goods 

were produced, marketed and consumed. 

When a social structure made up of multiple and hierarchically organized layers is 

imagined, the leaders of that industrial capitalism era have been represented as stemming 

from the middle layers (Mora [1836] 1986; Hobsbawm 1962, 1975). Generally speaking, 

these middle strata have been conceived as groups of people distant from the aristocracies 

of older monarchic systems but also distant from the manual-work classes—whether in 

industry or agriculture—of the new industrializing epoch. Yet, in German Ideology 

([1846] 1991), Karl Marx and Frederick Engels reminded us that behind these 

developmental processes, behind a simple "leadership," lies the competition and 

distantiation between human beings involved in the production of capital. 

In other words, differences and struggles in the exchanges between groups involved in 

the new economic system established new sets of historically created social relations and 

conditions for living. And the new sets of relations included not only those created by 

changes in the production and distribution of goods and capital, but those stemming out 

of the everyday debates of capabilities and entitlements which included the cultural and 

racial markings of difference of those participating in the economic schemes. 

Nonetheless, the leaders of this economic change—and of the social consequences 
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deriving from such change—the people making up the middle layers are often referred to 

as a bourgeois type of folk, as a class of people, the bourgeoisie.'" 

However, the industrial transformation took place in several countries and in each one, 

under very specific circumstances. The conception of limits and characteristics of the 

new types, the new classes of people, then, necessarily varies according to the historical 

trajectories of specific sites. 

For example, in his Age of Revolution (1962) and again in Age of Capital (1975) Eric 

Hobsbawm developed the argument that a unified analysis of this period of political and 

economic transformation could be achieved by conceptualizing a historical moment when 

two revolutions intersected; an industrial revolution, primarily centered in England, 

occurring at the same time that the political transformations stemming from the French 

revolution were taking place in several other countries. Within this frame, Hobsbawm 

then suggested that the "quintessential bourgeois" was, simply stated, a capitalist, that is, 

one who possessed capital, received income from that capital or engaged in profit-making 

enterprises (1975:242). 

In this formula, however, Hobsbawm identified as initial bourgeoisie industrialists, 

"businessmen," and owners of property, as well as attorneys and doctors. He also 

suggested that the salaried business executive and the professional administrator joined 

the ranks of these bourgeois groups as the industrial revolution progressed. As he 

For an interesting elaboration of the uses of terms such as burgher, bourgeois and bourgeoisie, see 
Williams (1976:45-48). Also, see Wallerstein in Balibar and Wallerstcin (1991:135-152); Wolf (1999:21-
67). 
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carefully elaborated on the political transformation of this bourgeoisie and of other 

European social groups, Hobsbawm concluded that the "main characteristic of the 

bourgeoisie as a class was that it was a body of persons of power and influence, 

independent of the power and influence of traditional birth and status" (ibid:244). 

Hobsbawm would also tell us that they were "sober men in sober clothes" (ibid:4). 

In Race and the Education of Desire (1995) Ann Laura Stoler characterized the 19th 

century bourgeois participating in Dutch colonial enterprises in the Indies also in terms of 

their occupations, of the positions they held within the plantation and trading companies. 

However, Stoler included in this bourgeois characterization the personnel working within 

the structures of colonial institutions (ibid: 104). That is, in Stoler's findings, the I9th 

century European Bourgeois lived not only in certain parts of Europe and the United 

States but in the colonies dominated by some of the European countries as well. 

Stoler additionally argued that these bourgeois colonial bureaucrats had power and 

influence particularly in their assigned colonies, further suggesting that what can be 

imagined as a European bourgeois class varies according to the fields of power in which 

the bourgeois ways are lived. In pondering over this variation, then, one can see that it is 

unlikely that the powerful bourgeoisie of the 19th century in continental Europe-or in the 

United States—would have included into their elite circles, colonial government agents.'^ 

The differentiation between the rights, privileges and treatment of colonial Europeans versus continental 
Europeans is clearly delineated in the histories of Latin America where these differentiations have in fact 
been considered an important element in the independence efforts that lead to the separation of Latin 
American countries from Spain. See, for e.vample, Abad y Queipo [1813] 1994; Brading [1973] 2000; 
Sims 1982. 
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Still, both authors characterized a class of people mainly through their occupations, a 

research focus that has obliterated the effects that historical contexts—shaped by specific 

notions of gender, race, and age—have played on the elaborations of such 

characterizations. And from these other perspectives, Hobsbawm's "possession of 

capital," and also the gendered limits and characteristics of a "quintessential" bourgeois, 

would necessarily take new forms. So would the limits, definitions and characterizations 

of other imagined classes of people, including those of the women within all of these 

classes. 

Nevertheless, in History of Sexuality, Michel Foucault additionally insisted that, by 

the end of the 19th century, the bourgeoisie had become the directive, the hegemonic 

group in European and United States societies. He argued that they achieved this status 

through their economic power in the world industrialization process and their political 

power attained through the institutions of knowledge and regulation their own groups and 

class fractions promoted. Of course, the promotion of the European Bourgeois meant the 

negation of that which was not. Furthermore, Foucault, partially responding to Freud, 

suggested that this differentiated behavior, when applied to the sexual politics of 

marriage, family and descent, was not a negation or repression of the self, of the Euro-

U.S. bourgeois body individually and socially. Rather, it was an affirmation of it. 

In his written historical analysis of the contributing factors to the cultivation of the 

bourgeois body, however, Foucault did not address the relationships between the 

cultivation of the bourgeois body and the conquest and colonization projects of the 18th 
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and 19th centuries by leaders of the same industrializing ventures that had given 

prominence to the new politico-economic system as well as to the bourgeoisie. 

Responding to Foucault, Ann Stoler was to later refer to this shadow of empire as "the 

backdrop of Victorian ideology" (1995:14). 

Following the notion that "the History of Sexuality is a schematic blueprint for what 

Foucault had intended to write but chose not to complete" (ibid; 17), Stoler analyzed 

Foucault's 1976 lectures at the College de France in Paris in order to explore the 

relationship of these lectures to specific topics seemingly incomplete in the History of 

Sexuality. In entering this dialogue with Foucault, Stoler pursued the idea that some of 

the elements that seemed marginal in Foucault's writing were at the center of his Paris 

lectures, elements such as the role of race and State racism within the bourgeois ways. 

More pointedly, Stoler questioned the formulation of a 19th century European bourgeois 

self without consideration for the fields in which European empires of the 18"* and 19"^ 

centuries were lived. 

Yet, while Stoler's analysis of empire does look at both sides of the colonial regimes 

under her focus, that is, at the ways Dutch, British, French and United States colonial 

endeavors were being played out both at home as well as in the colonies, the fact remains 

that the discourse analyzed by Stoler and Foucault maintained a narrow European empire 

lens: both excluded, almost entirely, from their discussions the role that countries such as 

Spain and Portugal had played in creating the 18"" and 19"^ century knowledges 
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cementing the ways and relationships analyzed by them.'"' For Spain and Portugal no 

longer may have been leaders in the industrial development of the 1800's but were 

unquestionably involved in earlier conquest/colonization, empire-building enterprises. 

Nonetheless, let us suppose that we accept the arguments that a European bourgeois 

lifestyle was a product of an industrial development which occurred within the 

specificities of individual countries and that many of these countries were not only 

affected by the economy of an industrial revolution but by the ideological impact of an 

earlier French Revolution. Let us also suppose that the leaders of the intersected 

industrial revolution became a directive class which sought to perpetuate themselves as a 

bourgeois body and that the conquest and colonization projects dating back at least to the 

European Renaissances were a backdrop to these transformations occurring during the 

19th century. And let us even acknowledge the fact that these processes took place prior 

to the 20th century and that, as Wallerstein reminded us, the term bourgeois may "be 

difficult to use with clarity when talking about the twentieth-century world" (Wallerstein 

in Balibar and Wallerstein 1991:142), the question remains, how do the lives of women 

of Mexican ancestry living today in Ciudad Juarez and El Paso reflect or not such 

arguments? 

'•* Both Foucault and Stolcr make only partial and sporadic rcfcrcnccs to a "European" frame that includes 
Spain. For discussions on this reduced European colonial lens see, for example. Asad 1973; Anderson 
1983; Amin 1989; Balibar and Wallerstein 1991. 
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European Bourgeois at El Paso del Norte 

The history of our period is therefore lopsided. It is primarily that of the massive advance of the 
world economy of industrial capitalism, of the social order it represented, of the ideas and beliefs 
which seemed to legitimatize and ratify it: in reason, science, progress and liberalism. 

Eric Hobsbawm [1975] 1996:3 

One morning in 1881 at the Villa El Paso del Norte, Governor Luis Terrazas of 

Mexico's northern State of Chihuahua, accompanied by dignitaries from both sides of the 

political divide, is said to have personally hammered in the first rail in an act inaugurating 

the construction of the south-bound trunk line of the Ferrocarril Central Mexicano 

(Almada 1955; Esparza Marin 1986). The construction stages of this railroad line where 

to connect the Villa, now Ciudad Juarez, to the city of Chihuahua and eventually to the 

adjoining states of Durango and Zacatecas. In Zacatecas, the railroad line would connect 

with the northerly-bound trunk stemming from Mexico City. 

This connection to the northbound Mexico City line took place by 1884 and a test 

train bound for Juarez departed that same year. Later also in 1884, the lines of the 

Ferrocarril Central Mexicano crossed the political divide between Mexico and the United 

States and linked to the Southern Pacific railroad lines that traversed El Paso, Texas. In 

this manner, both sides of El Paso del Norte, El Paso and Ciudad Juarez, became an 

important connection for the impending commercial activity between Mexico and the 

United States. 

The north-south axis of communication and commerce between Mexico's central 

plains and the lands north of El Paso del Norte, however, had been established long 

before this industrializing era. The north-south traffic axis, in fact, had created the 



iOO 

permanent settlement of El Paso del Norte in the late 16th century, the same Spanish 

settlement that became two separate towns when the boundary drawn between the United 

States and Mexico bisected it (refer to Preface). Today, places along this same north-

south axis are often referenced through the media when discussing drug trafficking 

between Latin America and the United States. 

Yet, the north-south route, in its Spanish colonial usage, was an important vehicle for 

the advancement of civilizing projects intended for the people living in New Spain's 

northern lands: missionizing, populating, governing, and instituting military control. In 

time, the route became an important path for the exploitation and industrialization of 

Northern Mexico's natural resources through the efforts of those engaged in industrial 

development during the post-Civil War epoch, in the period known as Reconstruction in 

the United States.'^ 

During the late 1800's, the construction of Mexico's north-south railroad line, the 

Ferrocarril Central Mexicano line that tied Mexico City to El Paso del Norte was carried 

out through a particular private-public venture where entrepreneurs from the United 

States contracted with agents of Mexico's federal government (Almada 1955). The 

agreement is better understood when the construction of the railroad line is envisioned 

not only as an enterprise of private and public interests but also as a culmination of a 

" For an elaboration of possible pre-Spanish colonial commerce routes in this area, see Carmichael 1985. 
Jones [1979] 1996 documented the Spanish trade routes in the area, routes that are also referenced in 
several of the essays included in Altamirano and Villa 1988. For post-indcpcndence commerce in the 
region sec Almada 1955; Aboitcs [1994] 1996. For discussion of commercial projects between Me.xico and 
the United States after the U.S. Civil War see Hart 2002. 
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number of other agreements between both countries. For example, Aboites (1995) 

reported that between 1878 and 1889 several accords dealing with the use and 

transgression of the U.S.-Mexico border were effectuated in order to address issues such 

as water usage, cattle crossing, the persecution of indigenous rebels'^ as well as the 

eventual establishment of the joint authority we know today as the U.S.-Mexico Water 

and Boundary Commission. 

The agreement to open the resources of the borderlands, including the lives of its 

residents to railroad communication and commerce was also an extension of a series of 

policies and specific projects for Northern Mexico and the Southwestern United States by 

the governments of the two countries. Furthermore, these trans-national agreements and 

regional policies and projects, were in turn part of two separate nation-building endeavors 

pursued by the leaders of both countries. 

In Mexico, the northerly extension of the Ferrocarril Central Mexicano was 

specifically in line with Porfirio Diaz' plan of unifying Mexico's regions into a single 

nation and promoting the exploitation of resources and the exchange of goods within the 

limits of Mexico as a modernizing nation-state. As an aftermath of the country's 

Reforma Wars, Diaz had become President of Mexico and had managed to remain in 

power—for over 30 years.Throughout these years, Diaz promoted the linkages of 

Mexico, as an independent, stable nation-state and a country with resources, to the 

"" For elaborations on the topic of Chihuahua's Indian Wars and its aftermaths see. for example, .A.lmada 
1955; Terrazas Sanchez 1972; Orozco Orozco 1992: Nugent 1993 and Alonso 1995. 
' The Reforma in Mexico was a post-Independence liberal movement that sought to pursue "progressive" 
political and economic paths for the integration of the country as a nation state. The intended "progress" 
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thriving economies of England, France and other European countries. And the Diaz 

regime also catered to the economies flourishing in the United States as well as to the 

economies of some of the countries in Asia and the rest of Latin America (Alec-Tweedie 

1906; Valades 1971; Orozco Linares 1984). Within this worldwide economic scheme 

and specifically at its juncture with efforts to re-populate the Southwestern U.S. as well 

as Northern Mexico, Chihuahua's primary vehicle to the international markets became 

the United States. 

During the second half of the 19th century, these projects and agreements between 

nations changed the Paso del Norte region. There was, of course, the definition of a 

political border between the United States and Mexico. But the actions of the governing 

entities additionally resulted in the appropriation and consolidation of what became State-

owned lands on each side of the newly demarcated boundary. Furthermore, the 

subsequent re-sale, population and development of these lands became an integral part in 

bringing closure to the long-standing warring struggles with indigenous groups of this 

region as well as seeking closure to the ever-present warring efforts between the United 

States and Mexico. By the last quarter of the 19th century a number of entrepreneurs 

from both countries were very much involved in the implementation of the once 

was early defined by one of its leaders. Dr. Jose Maria Luis Mora, in terms of elimination of monarchies 
and the establishment of a federalized, republican form of government; freedom of expression and equality 
of rights for those bom in and out of the country; abolition of special privileges for clergy and military 
officials as well as redistribution of Catholic Church properties; implementation of a public school system 
and a judicial system (Mora [1836] 1986. The Reforma Movement culminated in the adoption of the 1857 
Constitution and the subsequent War of Reforma. At the end of this war. the republican form of 
government was re-instituted in that country. For additional elaborations on the relationship between 
Church and State in 19"' century Mc.xico as well as other parts of Latin America see Bastian 1990. 
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government-initiated projects. And they were engaging in businesses across national 

demarcations. 

In the State of Chihuahua, U.S. entrepreneurs joined hands with some Chihuahua 

businessmen and promoted industries such as mining, lumbering, cattle farming, banking 

and commerce. In fact, it was in Chihuahua, in i 874, that the first Mexican national bank 

authorized to issue and circulate currency was established.'" And, while analyzing the 

business activities in the Papigochi Valley of Chihuahua during this era, Vanderwood 

(1998:124) described the actors involved, as "...active, modem capitalists continually in 

and out of business partnerships and financial alliances with kindred entrepreneurs." 

Nevertheless, during a series of lectures at the Universidad Autonoma de Ciudad 

Juarez in 1996, Friedrich Katz suggested that, due Chihuahua's historical processes, the 

"leading middle classes" developed their projects outside the grip of the "group in 

power," the Terrazas Clan. This suggests that the capitalist bourgeoisie in Chihuahua 

during the second half of the 19'*^ century was not necessarily a cohesive group.'*' And 

yet, in Chihuahua, as was the case in most regions of Mexico, it was the modernizing 

"* Although a branch of the Banco dc Londres. Mexico y Sud America had been established in Mexico City 
in 1864. this bank was not authorized to issue currency until 1884 (Altamirano and Villa Volume 2 
1988:335). 

The differences between members of these groups were evidently of an ideological nature and affected 
both economic and political endeavors. In 1842 Mariano Otero, a Rcforma leader, had described Mexico's 
"middle classes" as the propertied group that best represented the "true character of the nation" ([1842] 
1989:54). He also described the "propertied middle classes" living in Northern Mexico as being even more 
special bccause of their ties to the Reforma ideals, which included a "profound" sense of democracy and a 
commitment to "social equality" (ibid:55). Vargas Valdez (1994). on the other hand, documented revolts 
in Sonora and Chihuahua during 1880, 1886, 1890, 1892 and 1893 and these revolts were in part resistance 
movements towards the government of Porfirio Diaz. Katz' suggestion then, merits additional research. 
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bourgeoisie as a whole that was instrumental in the development and consolidation of 

that nation's 19''' century nation-state which culminated during the Porfirio Diaz regime. 

Conversely, in the United States, the search for a transcontinental railroad route that 

would link the lands west of the Mississippi to the Pacific coast was revived when the 

Civil War concluded. The 32"*^ parallel of latitude as the southern route for a trans

continental railroad line had been identified some 20 years prior to this reconstruction 

period, when U.S. army engineers and surveyors addressed the issue of possible 

passageways to connect Atlantic and Pacific seaports."" The southern or bottom route 

located El Paso del Norte as a midpoint, as a resting place between two grand, two 

"overland" routes. 

With the arrival of the railroads to El Paso and to Ciudad Juarez, the area changed. By 

1888, the legislature from the State of Chihuahua upgraded the settlement south of the 

Rio Bravo/Rio Grande from the old Spanish town category of "villa," to that of "city." A 

name change ensued and the Villa Paso del Norte became Ciudad Juarez. The town north 

of the river, by now in the State of Texas, retained the name of El Paso. Before the 

arrival of the railroads it is estimated that the two cities of El Paso del Norte had a 

combined population of about 22,000, although only about 1,000 are recorded as living 

™ Article \' of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo callcd for the determination of a boundary line between the 
United States and Me.\ico. As members of the joint commission charged with the tasks of studying and 
recommending the location of the boundary monuments, Jose Salazar Ilarregui, from Me.vico, and Mayor 
William Hemsley Emory, from the United States, acted as surveyors/astronomers. Their initial report, 
submitted to joint commission members in 1849, established the first four boundary monuments between 
both countries. See Emory, W. H. Report on the United States and Me.xican Boundary Survey e.xcerpted in 
Heiras Arzolarza 1997. 
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on the Texas side of the divide (Timmons 1990). By 1920 this northern side alone. El 

Paso, Texas, would house 80,000 people. 

Hay que acomodar 

The position of a given agent in the social space can thus be defined by the position he occupies in 
the different fields, that is. in the distribution of powers that are active in each of them. These arc, 
principally, economic capital (in its diffcrem kinds), cultural capital and social capital, as well as 
symbolic capital commonly called prestige, reputation, fame. etc.. which is the form assumed by 
these different kinds of capital when they are perceived and recognized as legitimate. 

Pierre Bourdieu [1982] 1994:230 

As we sat in her dining room one September afternoon in 1996, Cuquita introduced 

me to her ties to this 19th century world and to her normal and normalizing ways through 

a narrative that began by incorporating her grandfather, herself, and Ciudad Juarez in this 

fashion: 

Cuquita (C): ...se puede decir que desde que Ciudad Juarez se fundo era un pueblo pequefio. no 
tenia importancia...pero....gracias a algunas personas que se emperiaron en formarlo mas grande, 
entre ellos mi abuelo, que le digo, el, el puso. el trajo el ferrocarril. no me acuerdo bien en que 
fecha, pero si el trajo el ferrocarril a Juarez, el fundo la primera escuela, el primer periodico... 
nadie sabia dc Juarez.. .la llamaba La Revista Intemacional*' 

Elea(E): Ah... 

C. .. .que se fundo aqui en Juarez por primera vez, asi es que para que la gente se instruyera y 
todo...y tambien en un viaje a Chihuahua mi abuelo fue a la opera de, de esta, ^como se llama? 
La cantante mas notable que habia tenido entonces Mexico, ^como se llama? No me acuerdo 
ahorita 

E. ^La Peralta? 

C. Angela Peralta.." y fue e hizo viaje e.xclusivo para irla a oir y se cncant6..y entonces el fue a 
hablar con Angela y le dijo. no tiene usted inconveniente que despues de algiin tiempo vaya a 

For an explanation on the format used in presenting these portions of conversations see Note 13, 
Chapter 2. 
" The visit of Angela Peralta to Ciudad Juarez is also described in Escobar, R. Mcmorias de Paso del 
Norte. 1939-46, excerpted in Altamirano and Villa Volume 2 (1988:423-424). 
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Ciudad Juarez, para ofrccer un concierto...voy a cmpczar a hacer el primer teatro para que usted 
vaya...Y en efecto. hizo el teatrito de madera primero, y vinieron personas hasta de California a 
oirla...y venia por un concierto y estuvo un mes. si. porquc tuvo mucho exito...el trajo a la Peralta 
aqui, para distraer a la gente que no tenia manera...cuando hizo el teatro..dcspues dc estc teatro. 
como vio el exito que tuvo y todo. hizo el Teatro Juarez, que estaba aqui, dondc esta este terreno 
de..quc lo tiene el Municipio. si. este...Hizo el primer teatro. ya te digo...y yo, pues yo estuve en 
Mexico en el colcgio porquc ini papa...mi papa me. nos dijo que nos llevaba a Mexico para para 
que no fucramos a salir pochas... 

E. Mira... 

C. Porque muchas de las personas que vivfan aqui. que empezaban a ir al colegio a El Paso, se 
hacian pochas. como....la gente mas corriente agarra modales feos, para hablar. creyendo 
que...ni hablan Ingles ni hablan Espanol, y entonces. el dijo que mejor nos llevaba a Mexico.... 
de 1909 a 1914 vivimos en Mexico...mi mama se fue con nosotros, yo estudie en el Colegio 
Frances de Mexico...pero eso no tiene que ver nada con lo que tii quieres.. 

E. No. si. si platiqueme, platiqueme de usted este, usted vivia aqui...y luego se fuc a 
Mexico..pero, Cuquita, justed nacio aqui en Juarez entonces? 

C. No, yo naci cn Sonora. 

E. Ah... 

I first got re-acquainted with Cuquita in September of 1996 when I visited her at her 

house on a street in Ciudad Juarez called Cerrada del Teatro, the street wedged between 

the covered arroyo by the city's central market and the theater. The theatre is no longer 

there and also several of the once stately manors have now been torn down to 

accommodate several public garages and other businesses. 

A few days before my initial visit with Cuquita, I had encountered a childhood friend 

in an El Paso supermarket. She reminded me that Cuquita, her Guerra grandmother, was 

the woman who lived, when we were children, in another one of the homes on "Theatre" 

Street. Both of these houses as well as other surrounding property were inherited to 

members of the Jaquez-Provencio-Guerra families by their relatives, including one of 
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Cuquita's grandfathers, Espiridion Provencio, and her two grandmothers on her mother's 

side, Guadalupe and Josefa Jaquez."^ 

As I approached Cuquita's single-story house, I could see the wrought-iron 

fence that is customary in many homes throughout Mexico. Wrought-iron bars and 

swirls can surround a property and decorate the windows while providing an inviting and 

warm setting to a front porch. At one time, the elaborate ironworks even acted as marks 

of refined construction and kept uninvited guests out. Upon entering Cuquita's particular 

and rather simple middle-class house, a small living/'sitting room that was followed by an 

ample formal dining area washed with warm sunlight definitely greeted one's entrance. 

In this area, Cuquita spent most of her days. Both rooms were quietly decorated with 

\ ery old yet well-kept and elegant furnishings; the separation of both living spaces was 

almost mutely marked e.xcept for a rather small table. On it was a photo album like I had 

never seen one: the cover was red velvet, deep-yet-almost-faded red velvet covers 

tenderly closed by a metal hinge, which had seen its better days. In time Cuquita shared 

the pictures in the album and their stories with me, and I was to find out that the album's 

pages had little picture windows carved out in a number of different shapes, with each 

holding very, very old family pictures~of the 1850's. 60's. 70's...But for the time being, 

Cuquita and I had merely begun to know each other. 

Espiridion Provencio. known in local circlcs as Don Espiridion. first married Guadalupe Jaquez. .After 
her death, he married her younger sister. Josefa. Both Guadalupe and Josefa were sisters to Judge .\ntonio 
Jaquez. discussed on pp. 116 and 117. 
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She was in her late nineties but in "good physical and mental health." She described 

herself as having a doctorate degree from the "University of Life" but also discussed 

herself in terms of being a "vieja" whose blessings "touched" people. After all. she often 

argued, "the blessings of the old ^ count." 

Cuquita generously spoke about the accomplishments of her great-grandchildren, her 

grandchildren, and her daughter and sons; but she scantily talked about her own deeds. 

Nonetheless, she was known in several social circles in Ciudad Juarez and El Paso for her 

efforts in establishing the Escuela Maria Martinez.'"' as well as for being a leading force 

in the Club Boton Rojo." And, due to her extensive and powerful family ties, she was 

also known locally as "la Tia Cuca." 

E. ^En que parte de Sonora nacio, Cuquita? 

C. En Hermosillo. si. porque mi mama se caso y se fue a viaje de bodas a Hermosillo. porque mi 
papa tenia un hermano mayor, mi papa era de Chihuahua, hijo del licenciado Antonio Jaquez. que 
fue el dueno de...bueno....fue el que hizo el Casino en la ciudad de Chihuahua.."'' 

E. Si... 

C. Si, y entonces, el hijo mayor de mi abuelo se fue a Sonora. en viaje de paseo. no se que. y 
nunca mas volvi6...y ya no supieron de el....y mi papa estaba con esa idea, dijo, me voy a 

In 1923. the directive classes of Juarez established the Escuela Maria Martinez, a private, secular school 
located in Ciudad Juarez for the purpose of re-approaching a specific post-revolutionary social order while 
at the same time developing good citizens through the "lay school" concept elaborated by the nineteenth 
century Reforma Liberals. The positivist ideologies promoted by La Reforma and implemented through 
Justo Sierra's educational reform in Me.xico encouraged citizenry as an individual and collective obligation 
to a moral order within an overall progressive course. In this scheme the individual was free to think but 
acted only in benefit of the social w ell-being. At Maria Martinez the "obligation" has been cultivated 
through a highly disciplined, rational, and rigid structure of education. Established as an elementary 
school, it presently offers elementary and secondary curricula; its school motto remains "el deber ante 
todo." duty above all. 

Organized in 1921. the Club Boton Rojo is a women's club that sponsors various social events including, 
what many consider the most e.xclusive debutante ball in Ciudad Juarez. Club membership is only open to 
direct-line female descendants of the original members and only one daughter within each generation is 
entitled. 

The Casino de Chihuahua has been a gathering place for that city's elite for over a hundred years. 
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Hermosillo. a ver que. a ver si averiguo algo de mi hcrmano y entonccs alia se qucd6..se quedo 
alia..El acababa de salir del colegio. el se educo en Denver, Colorado, en un Colegio de Jesuitas. 
mi papa....era sumamente educado, muy..y vestia muy bien siemprc...siempre estaba..cada vez 
que entraba en la casa, Ic teniamos que limpiar el calzado y todo, porque...Y mi mama, mi mama 
se educo aqui..mi mama quedo huerfana muy chica y mi abuelo. como estaba en la politica. y era 
el de todo aqui, pues poco caso hacia de la familia....ella tenia una nana que era la que se hacia 
cargo de todo, pero naturalmente, la educacion no es igual...mi abuelo las puso en San Jose en la 
calle de El Paso, que hasta la fecha e.\isle.. 

E. Ah, si, y, y..^y por que en El Paso? 

C. Porque. porque era la gente que podia, ^verdad? Los ponian para que supieran Ingles, asi hice 
yo con mis hijos...y ahi..pues iban a! colegio..A mi mama, las llevaban en la maiiana y venian a 
las tres de la tarde. y...pero mi papa decia que mi mama. este....hablaba muy fuerte y que tenia, 
pues segiin la educacion que cl tenia, era. un poco difcrente...Pero mi mama era alegre y muy 
Cristiana...era un matrimonio feliz...Este. es que mi. mi abuelo era tutor de mi papa, porque sus 
padres habian muerto y tenia una herencia bastante grande...siemprc la dirigio mi abuelo pero con 
el orden de entregarsela a los 21 afios. que que... 

E. ^Era entonces su albacea?" 

C. Si. y entonces. cuando voh io de Denver, se casaron y se fueron..y mi abuelo le entrego la 
herencia y le dijo...te voy a suplicar que tii, no se que vas a hacer con tanto dinero, tan joven. sin 
e.xperiencia en el ncgocio...no te metas en compaiiias, y le dijo todas las reglas que podia...Pues 
se fue mi papa, se fue con mi mama, y lo primero que hizo fue ponerse en compaiiia con un 
amigo.. puso una tienda muy grande en Hermosillo y todo...y el amigo, pues.... 

E. Selobailo... 

C. Se lo bailo, se largo, tuvo...hizo dcudas al por mayor y se fue a Mexico....Nunca se supo mas 
de el...asi es que mi papa se quedo en Sonora.. 

E. En la chilla... 

C. Si, y se quedo a vivir alia, en Sonora...con seguro para que mi abuelo no lo estuviera 
regaiiando, me imagino yo... 

E. Claro.. 

C. Y entonces se quedo sin, pues sin dinero, y como mi abuelo era. era personaje, valga decir la 
palabra. en aquellos tiempos tenian muy buenas relaciones. este..cn esa epoca mi mama le dijo la 
situacion y entonces mi abuelo hablo con el presidente de La Paz Baja California, y le dijo...que le 
diera un trabajo. a mi papa, donde el quisiera....Y entonces le dieron el trabajo en La Paz. se fue a 
vivir a La Paz Baja California... 

E. Y hacia el alia? 

C. Pues paso a scr Presidente Municipal... 

" "Albacea" is the keeper, the trustee in charge of carrying out someone's will. 
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E. Ah... 

C. Presidcnte Municipal...alia vivimos muy a gusto, la gentc scncilla. muy buena. su sueldo casi 
no lo gastaba porque los Pescadores en aquel entonces le llevaban pescados. las huertas. todo...Y 
decia mi mama...pero no halla uno ni en que gastar aqui...y en 1907 que murio la esposa de mi 
abuelo. mi abuelo le dijo que se viniera para aca. para los tramites y todo....y entonces nos 
vcnimos...Yo tenia 7 anos... 

E. Este abuelo.. .^era su abuelo Espiridion. verdad? 

C. Si, mi abuelo Espiridion...Nos venimos, yo tenia ya 7 afios. y desde entonces. yo me siento 
Juarense. 100%..tanto por la sangre que llevo de mis gentes como por el carifio que he guardado 
para Ciudad Juarez...como tu papa, como tii... 

E. Pero yo ya no soy de Juarez. Cuquita. si yo tengo muchos arios ya \ iviendo en los Estados 
Unidos.... 

C. Ah. si. los afios y los desengaiios, ^sabes? A veces hay circunstancias de la vida que nos 
llevan a otros lugares. pero tii y yo somos Juarenses. Juarenses de corazon como. Juan 
Gabriel.."'* 

In our conversations with our pasts, Cuquita disclosed that she lost her mother when 

she was 21 and so she "became a mother" to her sister and three brothers. At the time of 

her mother's death, the youngest brother was only 4 years old and he was to continue 

calling her "mother" until his death in 1986. But subsequent to her mother's death, 

Cuquita married her cousin, a "most quiet, patient, and intelligent man," after having 

received permission from Rome through the Catholic Bishop in Chihuahua. In our 

recorded conversations Cuquita described some of these years as well as the ways she 

inherited and then promoted in the following manner: 

C. Y eso fue en 1921. y se dilato el permiso.. .no vino hasta el 23. y yo no me queria casar todavia 
porque...pues guardaba luto por mi mama, y en aquellos tiempos el luto por los deudos duraba dos 

Bom Alberto Aguilera Valadez in Michoacan, Me.xico, Juan Gabriel migrated to Ciudad Juarez with his 
impoverished mother, brothers and sister at a very early age. Today, through his internationally known 
music and with the adopted show business name of Juan Gabriel, he is recognized in Me.vico as one of that 
country's foremost songwriters and an artist. In Ciudad Juarez and in El Paso he is additionally revered for 
his philanthropic contributions that often target the area's destitute children and elderly (see Terrazas 
Sanchez 1987). 
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anos, sin salir sin nada, vestida de negro y todo...en aquellos tiempQS...ahora andan hasta 
ricndose. de maravilla. con sombreros v todo en los entierros...pero todo ha cambiado 

E. Y....Cuquita...volviendo un poquito hacia atras, su mama murio en El Paso, descuido 
medico...para, para entonces ustedes vivian en Juarez ...Cuquita, cuando antes usted y su gente 
se devoK ieron a Juarez despues de v i\ ir en la ciudad de Me.xico. cuando se regreso. ^cruzaba a El 
Paso o... 

C. Si. entonces. este. aqui era un pueblo muy alegre y muy chiquito. todo el mundo se conocia y 
se tenia caririo. pobres y ricos. y todos se trataban muy bien. yo me acuerdo que uno se iba a pie. 
no habia pasaportes..hasta 1917 entraron los pasaportes...antes no. uno iba para...si tenia uno 
amistades y todo en El Paso, iba y venia uno y todo....del Paso venian a comprar muchas cosas 
aca...porque aqui habia tiendas de Franceses que estaban...estaba la tienda de mi abuelo....y se 
formaron otras tiendas...perfumes y todo. ropa. todo...Venian a comprar del Paso a aca 
entonces...decia mi mama, mi mama me platicaba...Y luego mucha gente de aqui vivia en El 
Paso...noo te digo. mi tio Manuel vivia en El Paso...y aqui muchas personas venian aqui.... 
aqui y en El Paso... tii sabes.... 

E. Pues si.. .asi es Y. oiga Cuquita. y las amistades que tenian en El Paso ,;,eran .Me.xicanas o 
.Americanas? 

C. .Americanas y Mexicanas. mi abuelo tenia muy buenas amistades .\mericanas...El era muy 
respetado. como el aprendio. ya te digo. a los 18 aiios aprendio Ingles...a esa edad aprendio a 
escribir. tenia una letra muy fea... 

E. Pero por su propio pulso. ^verdad? 

C. La mama de el era ignorante de a tiro, muy rica pero ignorante.. .Ella fue la linica hija tambien 
del matrimonio de sus padres...y ellos eran los ricos....Aguilar-.-y todo el dinero lo heredo ella 

E. .\h y se casa con Provencio.... 

C. Con Manuel Provencio...de Sonora vino ese Manuel 

E. Que son los papas de Don Espiridi6n....y Cuquita...cuando a usted la llevaron a Mexico, al 
Colegio Frances....^aprendio Frances? 

C. Pues si aprendi Frances pero ya con la practica. ya no... 

E. Y el Ingles. <^lo aprendio'.' 

C. Pues no, no lo aprendi bien. nomas asi... 

E. ousted nunca trabajo antes de casarse? 

C. N'ooo. nuuunca. nunca....entonces casi las mujeres no trabajaban...entonces, eran solamenie 
las muy necesitadas....y gracias a Dios mi abuelo nos dejo herencia, hasta esta casa es pane de la 
herencia de cl. me toco mi. y yo se la di a mi hija. yo enviude hace 20 aiios...Vivi en la casa de 
enfrente. esa fue la casa de mi abuelo...esa tiene mas de 100 aiios esa casa....Yo vivi con mi 
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esposo. cn la casa de cl, porque su mama era viuda...y porque como eramos primos hermanos. era 
mi primo hcrmano cuando mecasc...y yo mc fui a vivir alia... 

E. Si... 

C. Y ya. se murio mi tia y le dejo la casa a su hijo....era el linico hijo. era hijo de un doctor... 

E. ^Como se llamaba su esposo? 

C. Jose Guerra. si. Jose Guerra.. .Provencio Se casaban mucho parientes.. .porque eran pocas 
las relaciones que habia...Sc casaban entre si...Y tambien habia dincro....para que no se acabara 
el dinero... 

E. Si... .Y ^cuantos hijos tuvo? 

C. ^Yo?...Tres, dos hombres y una. ella de mujer...y entonces yo me fui a vivir ahi. hasta que 
murio mi esposo. tuve tres hijos y mis hijos los puse en Catedral...*'' Ahi estudiaron ellos. en 
Catedral.... 

E. Pero ^nacieron aqui sus hijos? 

C. Nacieronaqui... 

E. Y su hija. ^a donde fue? 

C. Mi hija, aca. a Loretto. a Loretto...^" Hace poco la invitaron a una reunion de todas las que... 

E. Las e.v-alumnas.. 

C. Si...la primaria la hicieron aqui en la Maria Martinez, la mejor escuelita que habia entonces 
aqui....muy buena profesora...Yo estuvc en el comite que se reunio, de varios Juarenses..para 
haccr la..la escuela Maria Martinez....y cuando la terminaron los lleve a Catedral y a .\lla 
estudiaron Y resulta que mi hijo mayor. Antonio entonces se quiso casar y pues...ya no tuve 
mas que cruzar los brazos. como no sabia todavia ni trabajar ni nada...y atras de la casa les hice un 
departamentito y los trajc a vivir alli...y desde entonces. casi 46 afios vivi con mi nuera...La 
quiero como a una hija.... 

E. Claro... 

C. Yo les puse a sus hijas cn El Paso, en la Jesus Maria... 

Founded by the Christian Brothers in 1925. Cathedral High School is a "Lasallian" tradition school for 
young men in the El Paso-Ciudad Juarez area. The faculty, initially composed almost entirely of Christian 
Brothers of Lasalle. has since transformed into a joint effort of Catholic brothers and lay teachers. 

The U.S. Catholic Sisters of Lorctto built a private school in El Paso in 1923. which is known today as 
Lorctto Academy, an elementary and a high school. Prior to 1923. the region was served by another liberal 
Catholic girls' school, that of the Sisters of Loretto in Mesilla, New Me.xico. 

With the beginning of Mexico's Revolution in 1910. the convent of Jesus and Mary was established in 
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E. Ah.. ..entonces. Cuquita, usted con el tiempo crio a sus hermanos. a sus hijos y en parte a sus 
nietos.... 

C. Si. a mis hijos y a mis nietos...Mi nuera, mi hiija, era muy humilde cuando se casaron. y me la 
traje. y pues...mis nietas se criaron bajo mi manera de ser... 

E. Y pues clla tambien porque estaba muy jovencita. ^no? 

C. Pues si, ella tambien... 

E. Y a sus hijos. y a su hija. ^como los crio? 
C. Pues igual. como yo. con las mismas ideas...Y mi hija se caso por la Iglesia. y mis hijos 
tambien...al grande lo case por la iglesia.... 

E. ^Lo caso? (both laugh) 

C. Pues si.... 

E. Oiga...y. este...^nunca le dieron ganas de irse a vivir a El Paso ni nada? 

C. No 

E. ...y como ̂ que cosas hacia en El Paso usted? 

C. Soy Juarense de coraz6n...sabes. cuando, cuando vine a los 14 aiios. que decian...que ahi 
venia Villa un amigo de nosotros nos recogia a todas las muchachas y nos llevaba a El Paso, mi 
tfo vivia en El Paso, y alia nos llevaban cada vez que decian ahi viene Villa 

E. Para que no se las robaran los Dorados... 

C. Si, porque ese...nada mas veia a una muchacha y se la llevaba... 

In this extract of Cuquita's life stories one can begin to discern a narrative of self that 

includes the knowledge, the assurance and pride of belonging to a place. And her 

account also makes reference to relations between people as well as ties to activities that 

undoubtedly helped forge that place. That is, Cuquita's sample narrative tells us about 

being individually and collectively part of "El Engranaje." In doing so. one can already 

El Paso. Me.xican and Spanish Catholic nuns belonging to the Order of Jesus and Mary then established an 
elementary and a business-subjects school that eventually became a high school while continuing its 
religious instruction along very conservative Spanish Catholicism lines. The schools are now closed. 
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discern a lived class differentiation coined in her portrayal of several customs, of a way 

of life. 

Cuquita's initial life stories included images of people who are now discussed in 

regional directive circles as belonging to Chihuahua's old families and, more specifically, 

to the "Engranaje" of Ciudad Juarez. Yet, in everyday discourse, these directive class 

images are downplayed as in the case of Don Espiridion Provencio, Cuquita s 

grandfather on her mother's side. In her narrative Cuquita simply described him as being 

"the everything" in Ciudad Juarez. Don Espiridion, in fact, has been amply described by 

historiographers not only as being the town mayor that morning in 1881 when the first 

•rail in the construction of the south-bound trunk of the Ferrocarril Central Mexicano was 

hammered in at El Paso del Norte. He has also been depicted as a local political leader 

and philanthropist, as a regional businessman and entrepreneur.^' 

But silenced by Cuquita as well as by other historiographers was the fact that Don 

Espiridion's own wealth was inherited from his mother and further cemented through two 

marriages with women of the well-established Jaquez family. In fact, while Cuquita's 

grandfathers have been richly documented, little is known about the women in their 

lives~or about women in the region in general. 

'• Don Espiridion served as mayor, as Sindico Propictario in 1881 and as Jefe Politico in 1909. He was 
also Gran Maestro of the first local Masonic Lodge and served as Diputado to the State Legislature and as 
Diputado Supiente to the Federal Legislatures. A citizen of both sides of the Paso del Norte, Don 
Espiridion had been bom in Ysleta, before Ysleta was declared part of the United States in 1848 (Almada 
1968; Chavez 1970; Esparza Marin 1983; Aguirre Chavez 1988; Timmons 1990). 
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Yet, Don Espiridion as well as other Paseno leaders from both sides of the political 

divide, have been documented by regional historians as establishing the first mass transit 

system between Juarez and El Paso, a mule-driven trolley car. They also are said to have 

organized the first banks on both sides of the political border and to have promoted the 

establishment of free-trade zones. On the Juarez side, they are known to also have 

organized lotto projects to finance public assistance programs. 

In our first conversations, Cuquita began addressing the relationships developed and 

capitalized by these individuals. Their lives and alliances were evidently punctuated by 

their promotion of activities that would bring peace and prosperity to the area. Their 

activities included participation in governing but also the establishment and maintenance 

of institutions. Additionally, these men and women were active in localized missionizing 

endeavors such as pursuits of formal education as well as endorsements for the exposure 

and appreciation of languages and classical music. 

In the subtle ways that I was later to recognize in many of her other narratives, 

Cuquita began to talk about her own past and to then make reference to the concerns and 

to the differentiation schema lived by members of the Engranaje in the Paso del Norte 

region. These ways, these ideologies of comportment, can be said to fall within the 

category labeled by Foucault as "European Bourgeois" as it relates to late 19th century 

Mexico in general, and Northern Mexico in particular. 

In dialoguing with and then referencing this particular type of bourgeois body. 

Cuquita also talked about her bourgeois self and about the customs she herself embraced. 
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modified and promoted. And Cuquita always contextualized her narrative within an area 

beyond Ciudad Juarez—a wider region where the lives of these border people have been 

historically tied to the activities, alliances, and hegemonic projects in Mexico's Northem 

states and those of the Southwestem United States as well. 

For example, Cuquita talked about some of the accomplishments of her grandfathers 

simply in terms of community projects materialized through a railroad line, a school, a 

newspaper, a theatre, and an elite meeting place. Yet, these local—Paso del Norte and 

Chihuahua—projects were not only tied to the broader developmental programs of 

Mexico and the United States as industrializing nations, but to the regional political and 

economic stronghold by a directive, allied few. 

In the specific case of an individual such as Antonio Jaquez—Cuquita's grandfather on 

her father's side—she simply mentioned that he and his friends had organized the Casino 

de Chihuahua. What Cuquita did not say was that Judge Jaquez was an early regional 

Reforma leader, a Magistrate and a State Representative. As such, he was active in a 

number of regional reform effons including the adoption of the 1847, 1858, and 1869 

Chihuahua State Constitutions. He was also personally involved in the legal defense of 

those affected by the Mesilla Treaty and the U.S. incursions into Mexican territor>'. 

Jaquez is additionally recorded as being an active member of Chihuahua's Junta Central 

Patriotica of 1862, a group of individuals responsible for generating funds in order to 

sustain a defense against the French invading army in Mexico. Furthermore, Jaquez was 
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a law professor at the Instituto Cienti'fico y Literario of Chihuahua for 40 years. There 

he served as Director of that institution (Almada 1927, 1968). 

Can the relationships and alliances cultivated by individuals such as Jaquez be 

imagined? Can the power he and those of his directive group acquired be estimated? 

Can it be surprising then that, after Jaquez' own death, his son. Cuquita's father, as a 

naive young man who had lost his economic wealth to a bad business engagement was 

simply "made" the mayor of a town due to his family's connections? 

The 19th century localized projects in Northern Mexico and the Southwestern United 

States promoted communication and commerce, as well as displacement from lands and 

migration to urbanized centers. In specific areas, the e.xtraction of minerals and the 

e.xpansion of agriculture not only sustained a surrounding economy but also, in fact, 

sustained the industrial efforts of both countries.In this context, is it surprising that 

members of these families perceive themselves at the center of the region's social space 

and political apparatus? This positional discourse, this sense of centrality and strength of 

action and achievement was present even in Cuquita's quieted ways. 

And yet another interesting aspect of this woman's discourse is the fact that in 

recalling and then describing some of the accomplishments and the capitalization of 

relationships by members of her family. Cuquita's life stories were overtly gendered. 

That is, she followed primarily the lives of the men in her family. But in terms of her 

depiction of the normalizing of ways, of one's expected behavior in the present deriving 

" See, for e.xample. Aboites 1995; Garcia 1981. 
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from that past, her discourse was invariably oriented to one's position and activity within 

a specific place, regardless of gender. That is, Cuquita talked about one's ways more in 

terms of marking the difference of belonging to a class of people with ties to a particular 

locality rather than in terms of being an individual or a woman. Nonetheless, her 

narrative shows the intricate ways in which class and gender are not only interwoven but 

naturalized. 

In our recorded conversation, one can observe that Cuquita initially described her ties 

to some of the families forging the Engranaje and then talked about living her well-

positioned middle classness in terms of specific and differentiating customs. And 

throughout the subtle description of the differentiating customs once handed to her, 

Cuquita almost always suggested ways in which those bourgeois ways could and were 

transformed by everyday activities. Yet. at other times, she insisted that these ways were 

important enough that they should be reified, individually, collectively and continuously. 

While talking about her life, Cuquita spoke in terms of being an individual but also as 

being very much a part of collectivities. In fact, she invariably made reference to "her" 

city as well as to the various communities and projects where one ought to be an active 

participant. At the same time, in her discourse she remained a participant in her families' 

communities and historical engagements. And Cuquita's participation within these fields 

of power appears to be more in terms of being a class member rather than being a 

woman. Nonetheless, elements of her discourse suggest that a large part of her 
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subjectivity was precisely grounded on the mandates and activities, on the knowledges of 

being a woman, albeit a particular kind of woman. 

Cuquita's recalled customs included specifically gendered ways as in acquiring an 

education beyond her small-town enclave as long as that educational process did not take 

her to also acquiring "ugly ways" such as mixing languages or simply speaking "too 

loud." She mentioned being a "good Christian" and a "happy person" as admirable but 

perhaps just as admirable the realization and acceptance that one is partly "in debt" with 

others, including those who have already died. In fact, she suggested that one should 

grieve for one's dead even if the specific ways and fashions in denoting grief change with 

time. The question remains, is not having "ugly ways," being a "good Christian," and a 

"happy person" attributes that are expected of the men as well as the women within these 

well-positioned groups? Are the men of the localized Engranajes expected to grieve in 

specific ways or to dress for the grief? 

On the other hand, Cuquita mentioned that refined women of this border were once 

expected not to work outside their homes, a custom that remains somewhat prevalent 

among the women of these directive groups. On the surface, this may suggest that the 

men have to be the sole family breadwinners and providers. But given Cuquita's own 

circumstances as the context in which this custom was recalled, one can see that, ideally, 

the family as a whole hoped to live at least partially off of inheritances. For Cuquita 

additionally articulated the prescription that then, and now, women and men should be 

able to manage and capitalize family inheritances. 
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Furthermore, if one is to belong to the Engranaje, one should also manage and 

capitalize wider family resources and community life, as in actively participating in the 

creation of new schools and education ideals, engaging in or making marriages, houses 

and households. But as a woman of the well-located classes, one should also instruct 

one's children and grandchildren in one's ways whether "life circumstances" directly 

entrusts you to "act as a mother" or not; and these ways are also to be imparted upon 

those coming into one's circles from "humbler" origins. In this management of life, 

one's efforts are to be supported by extended family members but also by members of the 

Catholic Church hierarchies and institutions. And the efforts of well-positioned women 

and men are supported as well as by members of bourgeois social groups such as the 

Boton Rojo or an incipient Masonic assembly. 

Cuquita, in her dialogues, additionally made reference to the intricacies, the nearness 

and remoteness, of living close to a "foreign" country and to the others in that country. 

For example, passports became a reality one day at El Paso del Norte but, for members of 

these bourgeois groups, living one's life on both sides had long been established before 

passports came to be. And this life on both sides of the border allows one to take 

advantage of economic and social conditions on both sides of the divide. But one does 

not actuallly live on the U.S. side of the Paso del Norte. One learns English, promotes 

friendships with English and Spanish speakers alike, and even adjusts to life's 

"circumstances"~but remains a "Juarense at heart." 
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Conclusions 

The frequently touted "costumbres de nosotros" as lived by women of the well-located 

upper middle class in Ciudad Juarez reflect a series of customs in practice but also 

feelings that can be conceptualized as local expressions of what constituted 19th century-

European bourgeois life. That is, "our customs" is, partially yet primarily, a discourse of 

class, of location within a social and economic space sustained by a political apparatus. 

It is also a discourse of present that carries vestiges of social relations woven in a 

relatively immediate past. 

In the Paso del Norte region, this ideology of class, this upper middle classness, was 

not only being lived by women such as Cuquita and Nina; the classness was actually 

verbalized as a desire by others (IS 1996; SH 1996; LC 1997; JIP 1997). This desire of 

lifestyle, but also of social position, may stem from the fact that members of these 

directive classes have often played, and continue to play, a central role in the social, 

economic and political unfolding of the area. 

The inclusionary and exclusionary customs of these directive classes are largely 

reinforced through marriage and family relations. However, while the customs are often 

carried out within familial sites, they are also carried out through participation in other 

institutions such as schools, churches and social clubs. Furthermore, the inclusionary and 

exclusionary customs seemed to be reinforced through a number of social gatherings that 

organize capital and promote meetings between members of the well-positioned social 

groups. And the customs are further reinforced through everyday encounters with those 
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within as well as outside of their purported social class parameters. Yet, during my 

fieldwork experience I also observed how the customs are diluted and transformed 

through exchanges in these very same relational settings. 

Cuquita's recall and subtly described differentiation schema of bourgeois ways but 

also of border Mexican-ness is to this day very much lived in the region. The characters 

she involved in the dialogues with her past, as well as with the present we were sharing, 

included the casual mention of an internalized classification of people that spoke of the 

"less refined," "the simple people," "the economically able," "the well-connected," and 

"the rich." 

Yet, these and other classes of people are not always mentioned In Ciudad Juarez and 

in El Paso in casual, veiled ways. Cuquita, as it was the case with most of the Juarez 

well-positioned women involved in this research, openly and repeatedly also invoked the 

"Pochas" and "Pochos." The question then remained, can a Pocha, a Pocho be 

"economically able," "less refined," or "well-connected"? That is, exactly where do 

Pochas and Pochos, that is, Mexican Americans living within less than a mile from 

Ciudad Juarez fall within their classificatory scheme? 

While the words "pocha" and "pocho" are terms sometimes used in Mexico as 

adjectives and sometimes as nouns to denote a Mexicana/o who lives in the United 

States, the term is, for the most part, used in a pejorative way. In fact, during my 

research I observed that the term is often applied to those who incorporate English words 

and phrases when speaking Spanish but onlv if the behavior of the individual is 
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additionally perceived as unrefined, over the limits or even amoral within specific 

behavioral cannons. That is, while localized differentiation schemes such as the ones 

observable through Cuquita's discourse may reference location within economic and 

political histories and systems, they also reference a moral and even an intellectual 

positioning, b the case of the term "pocha" the moral judgement was invariably covered 

under the guise of a lack of linguistic proficiency. 

Nevertheless, the classificatory schemes present in Cuquita's narratives were widely 

observed in the narrative of other women and men in the Paso del Norte area, including 

most of the well-positioned women contacted in Ciudad Juarez. Yet another aspect of 

this class differentiation discourse is the fact that the expected behavior within these 

social groups may very well vary as women and men's lives relate to the life in the U.S.-

Mexico border areas in particular and life in the United States in general. In fact, 

Cuquita's own recalled life stories pointed to some of these differences. For example, 

Cuquita suggested that the "economically able" in the region (to this day) send their 

children to secondary schooling or to college in the United States—although they are not 

to "become Pochos." In Cuquita's specific case, she proudly often made reference to her 

grandfather's and father's dominance of the English language as well as to their 

"modem" ways, attributes that evidently were particularly handy to them while living in 

Northern Mexico. 

However, while Cuquita and her sister were growing up at the border area between 

this Northern Mexico and the United States, their father sent them away, along with their 
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mother, for a period of more than five years in order for the children to attend school in 

Mexico City. At that time, the beginning of the 20"' century, Mexico City represented 

Mexico's center of modernity as well as of European elegance and finesse. And at 

Mexico City's Colegio Frances, Cuquita and her sister were expected to learn French 

language and ways. Yet they were not particularly encouraged to learn the language and 

ways of the United States. 

The fact that these bourgeois border women were sent to Mexico's center of 

refinement and progress at a time when historians have reported turmoil in both Ciudad 

Juarez and in El Paso due to the effects of world economic and political upheavals 

(Garcia 1981; Timmons 1990; Martinez 1991) may very well be coincidental. But 

Cuquita, her sister and mother were not only sent away from a place which undoubtedly 

was bubbling with poverty and strife but also with new ideas and ways of living being 

filtered southwardly from the United States. In fact, the women were to remain in 

Mexico City even as the 1910 Revolution commenced and the Diaz regime was deposed. 

That is, in the midst of explosive social strife and economic upheaval, these bourgeois 

women were kept in the perceived safety of Mexico's center of culture and refinement. 

And, they were kept especially away from the "barbarous" ways of the United States.^"* 

The notion that people in the United States arc economically and technologically advanced but lack 
refinement and cultivated ways remains prevalent throughout Northern Mexico. In 1846 an Englishman by 
the name of George F. Ruxton visited and wrote about his e.xperiences in Mexico. Some of his writings 
surv ived in the form of a diary in which his recollections of the Paso del Norte region are recorded. In 
them he described how the invading colonizers from the United States were already being called by area 
residents, "barbarians from the North" (Ru.xton, G. F. 1846. e.xcerpted in Altamirano and Villa Volume 1 
(1988:474). Almada (1955), on the other hand, suggested that this imagery of barbarism descending from 
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But whether the everyday distantiation of the ways of being and living observed at the 

Paso del Norte focused on issues of gender, place or even location within a regional 

Engranaje, the knowledge and sentiment I observed as a researcher were continuously re-

enacted through everyday expressions which mark how one ought to live and how others 

simply do not live that way. As a social capital of the well-located upper middle classes 

this knowledge of an almost invisible distance is passed on through networks of social 

relations that include marriages, particular schoolings and social engagements. And it is 

also reified and passed on through the tolerance but perhaps even the acceptance, desire 

and promotion of the differentiated schema by those from outside the well-positioned 

circles. 

This distance from others surfaced throughout Cuquita's narrative in her subtle use of 

adjectives and pronouns such as "that, this and these" but especially through nouns and 

adjectives such as "gente de a tiro" or "gente humilde," terms vaguely translating as 

people at the edge and people of humble means. The distance also surfaced in her 

verbalized disdain for the Pochas and Pochos. 

And yet, as I got to know Cuquita I realized that Cuquita's appreciation and constant 

mention of the accomplishments of an individual such as Juan Gabriel as well as her 

inclusion of him as a "Juarense" were not enigmatic at all. That is, her appreciation was 

not a simple paradox of class differentiation systems as lived. For Cuquita's model of 

the United States was tied to the attacks inflicted on communities in Northern Mexico by rebellious 
indigenous groups, re-ignated in this area during the 1830's. See also Jordan 1956. 
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belonging—above all—focused on the wider lens of a place and its developmental 

projects. And it is precisely this focus of place that encases and validates the layers of 

classes of people seen as making a life within. And the focus additionally validates 

perceptions of an Engranaje as well as its crucial maintenance. 

Even so, in the particular case of Cuquita's visions of place, of its maintenance and 

progress, the space and its elements were not entirely closed, much less static. And early 

in the year 2000, a few weeks before her death, Cuquita enjoyed a "beautiful visit" with 

Juan Gabriel when the artist visited her at her grandson's house, the place where she was 

living by then (RJPG 2000). 

At one level, the ways of life, including feelings and knowledge of the ways by 

women such as Cuquita appear to point to their social group's participation in the 

organization of one cultural system, modem capitalism. It also points to this system in 

the specific ways it flourished in areas in Northem Mexico especially at one of its border 

sites with the United States, El Paso del Norte. Yet some of the means and ways used by 

the women in order to relate to the system and its structures point to ideologies and 

behavioral prescriptions that additionally tied them to the Catholic Church in Mexico. 

And this tie to Spanish Catholicism points to earlier systems of political and economic 

organization. From this perspective, it behooves us to see the ways in which ideologies 

with ties to Mexico's Catholic Church surfaced through the discourse of how it is that 

women of "Mexican customs" living in this border area are supposed and expected to 

behave. 
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Chapter 4 
Burguesas Pero Piadosas 

Introduction - The Pious Ways 

Going back and forth across the Ciudad Juarez-El Paso international border crossing 

in order to live my fieldwork experience offered me an opportunity to observe, listen and 

discuss, within a number of often contrasting sites, issues surfacing through the 

conversations I was engaging with local women. While the Pasefias I talked to in these 

contrasting sites at times seemed entirely divergent in the ways they live and the 

knowledges they each prescribe, some ways and prescriptions not only coincided amongst 

women within each side of the political divide: the coinciding ways arched over both 

sides of this border between the United States and Mexico. 

Cuquita's life maxim to seek ways to accommodate to everything and everybody 

throughout one's life (see Chapter 3) seemed unusual when I initially heard it, not only in 

terms of the fields of power that women such as Cuquita navigate, but in terms of the fact 

that she had evidently actually lived this maxim throughout her long life. In fact, the 

anthropologist privately resisted this notion that, on the surface, seemed to speak little of 

individual freedom, of the touted "agency." Nevertheless, while living the fieldwork 

experience on both sides of the divide, I found other silent and verbalized references to 

the accommodating ways. And I additionally came across other practices that were 

further specified by Pasefias as falling within the customs, "costumbres de nosotros," 

dictum. 
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Also arching over both sides of the El Paso-Ciudad Juarez political divide were the 

other particular paradoxes of the classness discourse addressed in the previous chapter, 

such as the issue of specifying participation in a class group ahead of any other 

differentiating discourse, including that of gender. And present across both sides was the 

incongruent behavior of interacting in the continuous unequal relatedness while at the 

same time privately living unassuming and, at times, humble lives. 

As discussed in Chapter 2, during my fieldwork e.xperience I quite suddenly found 

myself attending a number of predominantly Catholic Church' functions—marriages, 

baptisms, funerals and first communions. 1 also found myself scheduling the research 

encounters around agendas for gatherings of prayer groups, daily mass attendance, and 

plans for "community"" days, hi so doing, I began to observe another aspect of the 

bourgeois women I was researching that not only tied them with women and men in other 

' While I acknowledge the fact that a number of other, mostly Christian, religions have gained adherents in 
Me.xico during the last 100 or so years, Catholicism remains a predominant religious force in that country. 
And. with a few e.xceptions (CVV 1996; TAT 1998; LC 1997), the women involved in this research project 
were practicing Catholics. It is important to note, however, that with the implementation of the Reforma 
nation-state and especially during the long term governance of General Porfirio Diaz, a number of projects 
that sought to attract Protestantism adherents were implemented. The ways of life of these Protestant 
groups were considered a liberal contrast to Catholic ways deemed by the Reforma liberals to restrict the 
individual. These projects and programs eventually brought not only missionaries from a number of 
Protestant denominations throughout that country, but particular Mennonite and Mormon groups into 
Northern Me.xico. For an elaboration of Mennonites and Mormons in the State of Chihuahua see Miller 
1993. 

" Based on the Franciscan concept ofcomunitas, one's "community" is usually a prayer group. The prayer 
gatherings, however, are also the organizing vehicle for other activities, including the distribution of 
communion to the sick and elderly, the distribution of food and clothing to the underprivileged, as well as 
discussion and subsequent teaching of Catholic cathecism. Centered around a specific church or priest, the 
group, one's "community," also provides emotional and psychological support to its participants. 



129 

class groups but specifically created a setting in which instances of differentation could 

be examined: their involvement in church-related practices and activities. 

As a social engagement, the practices and activities evolved primarily around Catholic 

faith institutions, and materialized in specific community projects. The projects though, 

as collective or personal achievements, were seldom publicly disclosed or even discussed. 

But as an individual-yet-shared way of life, 1 was able to observe a type of religious 

piousness, a behavior and a knowledge usually explained by the women as merely 

another aspect of "our customs." 

This way of life, often described as being pious, "ser piadosa," does not necessarily 

involve attending church every day or even attending church regularly. It does not even 

mean continuously engaging in prayer or engaging in conversations with every and 

anyone about about one's faith. Yet, the characterizations as to what constitutes piety, as 

discussed through our dialogues, did center, for the most part, around the desired, or 

expected behavior of women. 

Being pious, I found out, is more about leading a specific way of life that includes 

helping out others while, at the same time, downplaying outward appearances of 

economic wealth or power. Being pious involves managing one's household without 

necessarily incorporating into the actual home activities the practice of specific Catholic 

religion customs such as the veneration of depicted saints or the lighting of prayer 

votives. Being pious involves taking care of one's appearance, yet downplaying sensuous 
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beauty. And, it involves being open to those outside of one's social or economic circles, 

while at the same time, insuring a specific company for one's children. 

In terms of the overall practice of behaving in "pious" ways, I observed this behavior 

in most of the Paseiias researched, including those who professed to be practicing 

Catholics and those who did not. And yet, the organizing vehicles for the group activities 

carried outside the individual households invariably pointed to leaders of Catholic 

institutions such as the nuns, priests, and teaching brothers of particular temples, schools, 

and social service agencies. This suggested to me that being "piadosa" was not 

necessarily about living with a Catholic religion orientation per se, but rather that certain 

elements of behavior, usually taught within religious contexts, were used to create agents 

for the production and reproduction of a specific social order. 

Field Notes on Simplicity—or Is It? - April, 1997 

Luchi and I shared our lives, coffee and tea this April afternoon. We were 

surrounded by the re-occurring requests for attention and comfort from two toddlers 

who toggled over the handling of a Pooh donkey, an Eeyore, with uneven stitches-

Luchi suggested that it was "probably done by child labor somewhere at five in the 

morning." We were additionally surrounded by the nearby echoes of children's tunes 

played through a jaded Barbie CD player. I attempted to capture the utterance 

primarily through a recording; but in it, I am now finding that the voices and tunes are 

further usurped by the battery-operated bear who repeatedly voiced the Macarena. 
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Moreover, only a speck of the profound sense of loss Luchi and I shared this 

afternoon, and only shades of the many looks, smiles, and silences of knowing, of 

distance but also of communion have remained frozen on tape or in my notes. My 

question this evening is how does the outward simplicity combine with the complexity 

of calling oneself a "fronteriza" and seeing oneself as part of "the beautiful people"? 

And how do these ways of living relate-or not-to the evidently present backdrop of 

spirituality, of piety? 

A woman in her early thirties with a witty and inquisitive face, Luchi,^ who said she 

considered herself to do a "bit of everything," also mentioned that she was the second of 

three children although now she is married and the mother of two herself. At the time we 

conversed, Luchi and her family lived in the house they bought when she and her husband 

got married several years ago—a small house located in the rather affluent Los Nogales 

neighborhood in Ciudad Juarez. Since then, they have moved to the house they were 

having built, a rather large mansion in the Juarez Country Club Estates. But sitting with 

Luchi that afternoon would not have given you any idea of wealth, family or personal 

status. 

Dressed in dark slacks, an untucked blue long-sleeve shirt, sandaled shoes, and a 

matter-of-fact yet spunky demeanor, Luchi wore her shoulder-length hair in a simple 

^ During our session Luchi stated that her name is Luz Maria Villalva Valdes de Cantii but her signature 
name is Luz Maria Villalva. She requested that her name, including her nickname Luchi. be used in this 
thesis project (LV 1997). 
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drape. Her face looked as if it had no make-up. until you noticed a faintness of color in 

her eyes as well as a reddish tone of lipstick. In my field notes that evening I noted that it 

was perhaps Luchi's casualness which suggested to me not only an absence of make-up, 

but of frills, of affluence, of influence and power. 

We sat at the round glass table which constituted her dining/work area and talked 

about an hour before beginning the actual recorded conversation. During this time her 

husband came home for lunch as it is still customary in many households in Juarez. 

Although an influential businessman in Ciudad Juarez, he too carried himself in a very 

unassuming way. Furthermore, the casualness, the equity, the kindness about me 

appeared to be extended to their employee, the woman working at their household and 

quietly serving his meal and our refreshments. 

After his departure, Luchi began questioning me about my research project. She, in 

fact, took notes while we talked and suggested people who would be "e.xcellent research 

material" (LV 1997). She also carefully drew boxes for each one of the topics she 

considered could be chapters in my dissertation. In those exchanges I began to see the 

scholar, the young woman who is considered by some as a local activist, one who 

continued, while at the same time changed, the pious and virtuous paths previously taken 

by her mother. 

As head of the Centro de Accion de la Mujer Obrera, COMO, Luchi in 1997 was 

organizing and overseeing the activities of the Center. She was also obtaining funds for a 

number of other projects that in that year included the construction or improvement of 
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low-cost sound housing, legal and psychological counseling for working class women, as 

well as administrative consultation for the delivery of day care services for women 

working in the trans-national plants in Ciudad Juarez. The narration of Luchi's life 

stories began with a detailed depiction of her work experiences, an uncommon narrative 

of self by the women of her age and social group I encountered during my fieldwork 

experiences on the Ciudad Juarez side of the Paso del Norte border. 

While some of the married or widowed women of the Juarez well-positioned upper 

middle classes are now working outside their homes, I found through our conversations 

that this aspect of their everyday lives is still downplayed (RMGB 1997; JIP 1997; 

TChl997). Nevertheless, this narrative of work, tied with the narrative of education as 

means of improvement, were used by Luchi throughout our conversation not only to 

address aspects of her own self but also to describe—and measure—others. 

And yet, Luchi's entire narrative was also characterized by the unusual use of plural 

verbs-as in "we do things," "we will have to," "we studied," "we have lived," "we will 

do," "we say," etc. At the end of our visit I asked Luchi about this plural usage of verbs 

and she replied that most of her family members live this "collective identity," that she is 

convinced that she never does things merely by or for herself—that her mother spoke, and 

acted, the same way.^ 

•* In her study of Japanese working class women Dorinne Kondo also found a type of collective identity 
described in terms of "uchi" (Kondo 1990). 
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In our conversation that April afternoon in 1997, Luchi was to weave in and out of 

stories about her life which portray a woman who has made a life on both sides of the 

U.S.-Mexico political divide, a border crosser whose background and experiences have 

additionally provided her with a vision which she simply described as "fronteriza."^ Yet 

Luchi not only saw herself as a material and ideological border crosser but. in various 

ways, explained the fact that she was able to make these crossings "freely," including a 

freedom from the ideological problems that other people might experience. One of those 

whom Luchi described as tangled within ideologies as lived in this border was Luchi's 

own mother. Dr. Guillermina Valdes de Villalva.^ 

Guillermina Valdes de Villalva was a local activist, a psychologist and a scholar who 

was well known for organizing women in the Ciudad Juarez labor groups of the 1970's. 

Dr. Villalva also headed the Juarez office of the Colegio de la Frontera Norte. COLEF, a 

State-funded research institute dealing with border issues. In 1991. as Coordinator of 

External Activities for COLEF, Dr. Villalva was visiting Brownsville when Luchi called 

' The term, void of its historical conte.xts, could translate as the vision of a person who lives "fronteras," 
borders—whether these borders are physical or ideological and whether these are crossed or not. The 
qualifier "fronterizo-a," then can characterize relatedness to a border condition. In the region, however. I 
invariably heard the Spanish terms "fronteriza or fronterizo" used only to depict a person actually living on 
the Me.xican side of the political border. That is. "fronterizo" characterizes a person from the present day 
"edge" of Me.xico. an area before imagined as the frontier of civilization. But in its present use. the term 
also e.xcludes those from the adjoining edge, the people now perceived as belonging to the United States 
edge of this political boundary. This perspective, further elaborated in Chapter 5. became important early 
in my research because it provided me with the tools to understand who was considered outside of the 
parameters argued, who was perceived as the Other. 

Although personally and professionaly I was acquainted with Dr. Villalva and Luchi was aware of this, she 
opted to introduce her mother into our conversation with the formal reference of "la doctora Guillermina 
Valdes de Villalva." 
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to let her know that her minor surgery at the Mayo Clinic in Rochester, N.Y. had resulted 

in a malignancy diagnostic and that scheduling for major surgery was imminent. 

Dr. Villalva was to fly to Rochester the next day to accompany Luchi in this ordeal but 

she died in a tragic airline accident instead. 

At that time, Luchi had been working as a project coordinator for the community 

college on the El Paso, Texas, side of the border. In her personal as well as in her 

professional life Luchi used, wore, her father's family name, Villalva, rather than the 

customary addition of a husband's family name.' And whether living or working in 

Ciudad Juarez or in El Paso, Luchi's legal documents on both sides of the U.S.-Mexico 

border-including her employment and insurance records-were drawn up in her maiden 

name, Villalva. In Rochester, the day Luchi found herself facing the implications of 

ovarian cancer, her husband, who uses his own family name, never reali2ed he was being 

paged to notify him of the urgency of the moment: 

Luchi (L): Esa misma tarde le hablamos a mi mama, yo dije. no mc ope., .ellos con el cuchillo en 
la mano, diciendo. aqui esta usted. aqui cstamos nosotros, ahi esta la sala de operacion. ustcd esta 
recien operadita, vamos a regresarla al quir6fano....este..ah. la otra cosa, mi n\arido nunca se dio 
cuenta porquc le hablaban Mr. Veelaloba, Mr. ...yo iba con el seguro del Community Colleue. 
porque siempre me he manejado como Villalva, entonces Mr. Veelalova y Mr. Vcclalova..nunca 
aparccio.-.pronunciado Veelalova.... pues total, mi mama se va, esa noche hace el grapevine con 
mi tia en (California.) y mi prima, y mi hermana. y todas hablan y todas lloran, y todas todo, y 
hacen arreglo para que se vaya..y te digo, nunca llega....entonces, el siguiente Jfa yo agarre mis 
chivas* y me vine para..para aca.'' 

In Me.xico Luchi would be required to use both her father's and mother's family names for legal purposes 
but would otherwise be expccted to use her husband's name for everyday purposes. 
" "Chivas" is slang for things, gear. 
' For an explanation on the format used in presenting these ponions of conversations sce Note 13, 
Chapter 2. 
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After her mother's funeral and Luchi's own subsequent medical treatment at Mayo, 

she returned to Ciudad Juarez and attempted to assume the COMO responsibilities, one 

of the projects left by her mother. But taking over the Centre de Accion de la Mujer 

Obrera, COMO. became something Luchi described as "a duro despertar," a harsh 

awakening. 

Talking About Work and Purpose 

"No es Guillermina," some people are known to have said, while Luchi struggled to 

provide continuance for the full-time emplo>'ment of 27 individuals. She had grown up 

participating in COMO activities, even acting as leader in several projects; yet during the 

ensuing months Luchi had to face additional losses when COMO's business manager as 

well as the Center's chauffeur died.'" 

But Luchi at that time also faced other sets of circumstances, such as the change in 

state and municipal governments" and the commitment of a new grant from the Ford 

Foundation. That is, in a very unusual convergence of occurrences, the COMO people 

According to Luchi. the business manager knew "absolutely everything" which needed to be done in 
order to keep all projects going while the chauffeur was the contact point for every colonia inside and out of 
the Ciudad Juarez city limits. Given the unusual proliferation of unplanned neighborhoods in many urban 
areas in Latin America, knowledge of the people and the terrain in these sectors is considered by many as a 
sizable capital. 
" In 1989, the long-standing party in power in Me.xico. the PRI. lost the Ciudad Juarez municipal 
government to the right-of-center PAN party. By 1991. the Chihuahua state elections were also won by the 
PAN. Since that time, these surpirisng electoral outcomes have also occurred in other parts of the counuy 
including the national presidency upset of 2000. Given the facts that the PRI rule in Me.xico was a whole 
post-revolutionary political, socio, economic structure and that Chihuahua as a state has played an important 
role in the history of post-independence Me.xico. the uncertainties of electoral changes have produced 
ruptures in the continuance of local, state and federal governmental projects and programs. 
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were, on the one hand, losing the governmental economic and political support while at 

the same time receiving fiinds which would push them to re-consider goals, re-organize 

projects, and to question some of their past activities. 

The COMO programs, funded through agencies as diverse as Mexico's federal, state, 

and local governments and the Carnegie Foundation, have been implemented in Ciudad 

Juarez through local labor cooperatives and specific women's groups for close to thirty 

years. Several years ago. Dr. Villalva organized a number of different groups of altruists, 

including "upper class idealists" and Catholic Church leaders acting as volunteers and 

participating in the implementation of the COMO programs. Yet, because of 

"everybody's economic conditions" Luchi and her fellow workers by 1990 had to face the 

fact that, over the last years, life has changed in this border city. 

Luchi (L): ...no es la misma vida de hace 30 anos...este, ni son las mismas damas voluntarias, 
^vcrdad? 

Elea(E); Ya es otro mundo 

L. Y ademas..la gente lo ve diferente. y esa es la otra cosa. ^verdad? Te digo, yo si creo que de 
alguna manera cuando empezo el Centre habia un idcalismo. una cantidad dc cosas. dc la gente 
que lo empezo..incluyendo mi madre. ^no? Y las mujeres que empezaron con ella. definitivamente 
dc una clasc alta. este...idcalista. este..a lo que es ahorita y a lo que podria. a lo que se podria 
generar ahorita..entonces te digo que se tiene que replantear. y si quiero trabajar con voiuntarios, 
eso es la otra cosa. de que se me hace que la gente voluntaria...que se necesita un tipo nucvo de 
voluntaridad... 

Atypical in some ways to the usual "community" activities, Luchi's vision of a new 

type of "volunteering" included linking with local universities and university extensions 

so that graduating students carry out their required year of social service by providing 
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services through the COMO projects.'" These services included psychological counseling 

and legal assistance, activities Luchi deemed essential in order not only to satisfy 

"specific needs" of factory women in Ciudad Juarez but to provide an overall "helping 

hand" to them. 

Luchi herself did not participate as a student in this Me.xican university program. As a 

matter of fact, she recalled learning about volunteering and social service through the 

activities organized "by nuns and priests" in her parents' living room. But given the fact 

that her own background and present social standing are tied to the well-positioned Juarez 

families, to the social capital of "la gente acomodada," it was interesting to note that at a 

moment of major losses and ruptures in her life, Luchi's focus and purpose remained that 

of "ayudar a la gente," tending to others. And because of her and her family's social 

networks, she was able to ftise an ideology and practice which is based on religion with 

one that is managed by the State. 

Luchi's perspective of giving of one's self does not simply fall within the idea that 

acknowledgement of one's perceived progress or blessings subsequently translates into 

contributions that benefit the community at large. It is also not solely a matter of 

redistributing material wealth. It is a vision of specifically tending to those "in need," 

these often being the poor. 

'• In this vision of volunteering Luchi fuses the religion-based perspective of cominunity improvement 
through personal involvement with a State higher education program in post-Revolution Me.xico. This 
project of higher education provided for university education for a minimum or at no cost, as long as the 
individual donated a year's worth of service to a specified community upon completion of the equivalent of 

a U.S. baccalaureatc or professional school degree. 
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In Luchi's narrative I was to discover that, for the most part, these others in need were 

women working in the Juarez factories or the poor hving in urban and rural slums on both 

sides of the border. In subsequent portions of our conversation, however, I also found out 

that Luchi practiced the vision of "looking out for others" while she was a student and 

worked in the United States. And in that case. Luchi's perceived "needy" became the 

Mexican American college students she encountered. When I finally asked Luchi what 

motivated her to address these things she saw as "needing," she had this to say: 

L. Digo. cs que todo eso era..era parte de. de..mi..y es que..haay que ayudar a la gente y lo que 
es muy interesante es que mucha gente me pregunta que si de donde sali una luchadora 
sociaaalll...y una cantidad de cosas, entonces te digo. yo no...para mi mi mama era una mujer que 
amaba a Cristo. Punto. Y que, y que seguia..y que no podia ver injusticia...eso si la..que la 
movia...que eeeso la movia. pero... 

E. tii tambien lo haces por espiritualidad? 

L. Mira yo no se....a!go. algo descubri muy interesante ahora en mi tenth-year reunion de high 
school, en Loretto...'^ ^Verdad? Muy, muy con la gente. y muy todo. pero dicen..sieeempre 
estuvieron en Loretto. sieeempre fueron socias del Campestre...'"' pues si....dices... 

E. No. no. es que esas son las historias que.. 

L. Si. te digo. hay..la gente tiene foootos de nosotras de chiquitas comiendo tortillas y todo..en 
Unas casuchas. cn unas cuevas ahi. ahi en la..ahi en el Basurero.'^ digo. yo..para. para nosotros era. 
digo..y yo se que tii tambien fuistes porque mi marido me dice..para nosotros era como ir al 
parque. como yo llevo mis hijos al Racquet ^verdad? Y era. ay. ya nos \ amos al Basurero..y 

For an elaboration on Loretto Academy see Note 30. Chapter 3. 
The Campestre Juarez, or Juarez Country Club, is a private organization that provides ser\'ices for its 

members through a sports facility that includes swimming pools, tennis courts, a golf course, and a 
clubhouse. Surrounding these facilities lies the Campestre subdivision which now holds not only residential 
properties but office and retail areas as well. 
" Refers to the Juarez Municipal Waste Dump where a program initiated by uni\ ersity students during the 
late 1960's and early I970's organized the residents and workers at the city's dump into several co
operatives. Their efforts resulted in a union-type of organization of Basurero workers, as well as the 
construction of a small elementary school and health clinic. The residents and the students were also able to 
procure State-funded teaching and medical assistance positions for a teacher and a health provider to serve 
the families living in the Juarez Municipal Dump. These efforts were later managed through one of 
Dr. Villalva's organizations. 
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al. ..porque habia ninos y habia esto..era. era como ir al parque..era. era como ir al parque. 
Entonces. pero si, siempre tuvistes tambien lo otro, sieeempre... 

E. Bueno. y no solo eeso sino que lo ootro es lo que te da la seguridad..prccisamente para 
hacer ese tipo de cosas. porque 

L. Yo si lo creo 

E. Porque si hubieras crecido en un basurero no necesariamente te sentirias tan. tan tranquila de 
entrar a un Campestre a tomarte una nieve. sino que...lo puedes hacer al reves y eeeso te da 
seguridad para irte a meter a otros espacios.. 

L. Es algo que mi marido no entiende.. 

E. Uhh 

L. Pero como yo le digo a mi hcrmano. mira, we aaare the beautiful people, que a ti no se te vaya a 
olvidar que we aaare the beautiful people.... 

In discussing with Luchi this concept of being "the beautiful people," she 

acknowledged seeing herself as part of a directive, privileged group, "la misma gente de 

siempre." Yet she also elaborated on how individuals exercise this class position in 

different ways. 

Luchi explained that some people may be part of the directive classes, may be wealthy 

or not and at the same time be very religious in a number of ways—or not. But in Luchi's 

own family, money and privilege was something that you simply give forward, a custom 

that she explained by incorporating a perspective she had recently argued with a common 

friend: 

L. .. .pero (el) viene de otro..de otro pensar.. .es totalmente. digo, ahi la lana'^ es lo mas..lo mas 
importante...y si ahorras. y si no ahorras. y si tienes, o no tienes..entonces tambien es un. un 
choque dc...cultuuuras (both laugh) yo..cuando se enoja conmigo. yo le digo, mira.. 

E. Capitalista.. 

"Lana" is slang for money. 
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L. N'oooo...Es que es otra vision hasta de como ver el dinero..te digo, yo veo el dinero como creci 
en mi casa...lo tengo para dar....^si me entiendes? 

E. Sii 

L. Digo. si tu necesiias algo. yo te lo voy a dar..si te vas ir a Mexico y no tienes con que.. .llevaie 
mi caaarroo...^si me entiendes....? Yo se que tiiii si me entiendes..es que, si algo te faita...pues 
llevatelo. y que si pues necesitas algo, pues ahi esta. ^verdad?..de ese tipo de, de.. .Te digo. yo. yo 
me siento scgura en mi misma en ese sentido 

E. Yel... 

L te digo, en mi casa. mi papa, doctor, tenia una cuenta de ahorros de S200 d6661ares....\nd 
that's ittt...y como dice el., pero eso es una irresponsabilidad. porque no hubiera tenido dinero 
para mandar a (su hijo) a la escuela..digo..yo fui a UTEP y yo trabajeee....Y para nosotros... 
aunque mi mama era. de ade\ eras una intelectual, que le hubiera encantado tambien estudiar 
leeejos y una scrie de cosas..y con mi tia dando clases en (California) y una scric de cosas.. .para lo 
que ella era importante era, era el estar aquiii..aqui. 

E. Uhhu.. 

L. -Vlira, ahora..ahora indiscutiblemente les digo que apreeecio a mi papa mucho mas en relacion 
del trabajo que yo hago, que antes..digo. en relacion a. a...porque mi mama, sin mi papa no podia 
haber hecho naaada..digo. el le pagaba los viajes a Me.xico. el mantenia el COMO. el pagaba la 
renta. el mantenia gente en la casa...tuvimos ciiinco gentes viviendo en la casa por un espacio facil 
de cinco anos..digo. yo me acuerdo de mi casa con un solo baiio..de aqui, en Los Nogaaales, pero 
con un soolo baiio...y con veinte y tantas gentes...es que, mis papas lo hacian. y mi mamaaa lo 
hacia por una conviccion muy. muy claaara Cristiana..(;,si me entiendes? 

The ideology of providing for others by passing on what you have received, that "clear 

Christian conviction" that Luchi spoke about, ideally bears fruits that remain at the local 

levels, regardless of other personal consequences, including the economic ones. This 

point was made very clear when Luchi addressed Dr. Villalva's own trajectories and 

choices which included that of remaining in Ciudad Juarez. Nonetheless when these 

"convictions" are fused with the social ties a family class position can offer, the product 

represents a form of capital that often transcends the boundaries of the localized practices. 

For example, in the specific transition period when Luchi had to resolve COMO's 

serious federal infractions in the centralized bureaucratic mazes of Mexico City, she was 
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able to effectively make use of such capital. And, she was able to do so in spite of the 

facts that she was a young woman who had simply fallen into these complex managerial 

responsibilities; a young woman who had received her entire formal education in the 

United States and in the English language; a young woman who, as we will later learn, 

was in fact a foreigner in Mexico, that is, a citizen of another country: 

L y. y....nos fuimos a Mexico, (mis cotnpancras)..se perdieron los permisos. se pelcan los 
permisos de intcmacion y de c.xportacion muchisimo...y los pierden unas administraciones per 
prestarlos..este..y por una cantidad dc tontcrias. y nos lanzamos a Me.xico a. a.. 

E. A rcncgociar 

L. A rcncgociar y a..a hablar con Hacienda' acerca de una cantidad de deudas y esa fue una 
experiencia muy bonita porque me encontrc con una cantidad de...me encontre todo el network de 
mi mama en la ciudad dc Mexico..digo. que era extraordinario... 

E. Claro 

L. Todas las viejiiitas, toda, toda la gentc del rezo, todo, todo un network fabuloso de gente que la 
apoyaba..que le conscguia citas, que le que..una cantidad de cosas... 

E. Y tii pudiste capitalizar cso... 

L. Si, mira, no..en lo personal si. en lo personal indiscutiblemente si..este..pero, pero si, nooo, no 
no, digo la gente se acordaba de ella. la gente..mira, aunque ya no...la gentc dc la Avanzada 
Presidencial,'" siempre, digo. conseguimos una cantidad de cosas..conseguimos entrevistamos con 
el Secrctario de Hacienda..el dia despues del 16,'"' en las oficinas de, de no se..de Coyoacan. Nooo 
en la Plaza"" conseguimos ir el dia...tenemos ahi tambien nuestra invitacion cuando fuimos al.. al 
desfile. vaya..con el Presidente...tooodo, todo. te digo. hicimos una cantidad de cosas que.... 

E. Cosas que ni se nos ocurre aqui... 

L. Y nos habla una dc las amigas. una N'iejita de las amigas..estc, de esas amigas muy ricas del aiio 
de la canica. de alia dc Mexico.. Miiijiiita, no se te ofrece una joyiiita. para ir a la....pues si. si iba 

' La Oflcina Federal de Hacienda in Mexico would be the equivalent of a combined U.S. Office of the 
Budget and the IRS. 
"* "La Avanzada Presidential" is partially equivalent to the Presidential Cabinet but it also includes the 
employees and appointees working closely with the President as well as the presidential security agents. 
''' "El 16" refers to the 16 of September, the day when Mexican Independence is celebrated. One aspect of 
this celebration is the re-statement of Mexico's declaration of independence through what is known as El 
Grito. a present day re-enactment of the 1810 declaration by Father Miguel Hidalgo. 

"La Plaza" refers to La Plaza del Zocalo in downtown Mexico City. 
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a ir el 16 de scptiembre. al Grito. verdaad-.era El Grito. y... ibamos a estar ahi muy... muy paradas 
en El Grito, este..pero 

E. Que querida. era su manera de participar en el proyecto 

L. Si y de decir que nos apoyaba y una serie de cosas. y esa fue toda una experiencia... 

Gender in the Context of Social Reproduction 

While most of the Pasefias I researched, including the ones I recorded, were practicing 

Catholics, their individual practices and ideologies varied from orthodox to liberal 

Catholicism, from a Catholicism entrenched in Latin American experiences to 

Catholicism as presently lived in the United States. Within this very broad context of 

Catholicism, I found myself carrying out conversations with Catholics, such as Luchi, 

who were mobilizing to address the social ills brought about by trans-national capitalism 

while at the same time I was conversing with Catholics who advocated that prayers revert 

to Latin. 

Through the fieldwork experience I was able to observe how these women's 

participation in localized activities tied them to collectivities within and outside of the 

region. In fact, their panicipation also placed the bourgeois women in contact with 

people outside their social circles. Additionally, I was able to observe that this process of 

collective participation in order to assist those in need, whether carried out through 

Catholic Churches or through other groups and institutions, can be detected through an 

expression and practice held in common, the notion of providing a helping hand, "echar 

la mano." 
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Yet, in analyzing specific contributions, it is evident that while the fen'or and desire to 

provide a helping hand may be shared with many others, it is the privileged positions and 

singular access to time, money and political resources of the upper middle class women 

that have materialized their pious ways. Furthermore it was their ability to consistently 

provide a helping hand, without necessarily having to earn wages, that fed their ideal to 

participate. And it is their ability to hire employees who will take care of tedious 

household-related details such as cleaning, cooking, doing laundry, maintaining a garden, 

running errands and raising children, that, for the most part, gave these women the 

freedom to pursue their religious interests. 

Within these frames, the "helping hands" indirectly adhere to and foment the 

ideologies that envision a male husband as the predominant "breadwinner" while the 

woman engages in caring, self-sacrificing activities beyond the household walls. The 

helping hands additionally promote a division of labor which fosters the assignment of 

"domestic" chores to individuals usually referred to in terms such as "sirvientas," 

"mozos," "cocineras," "jardineros," and "nanas"—that is, to their employees of lesser 

socio-economic means. 

This division of labor, then, places these upper middle class women on a different 

form of "public" sphere (Rosaldo [1974] 1992), one that is for the most part socially 

indisputable. Moreover, the helping hands of these pious women sustain ideologies of 

male leadership within the Catholic Church and class ideologies of a directive few. 



Nevertheless, it is these women's capabilities to provide such a helping hand that, in this 

region, have historically made possible specific social services and facilities. 

Through my research, I found out that, in Ciudad Juarez alone, the towers of the old 

San Lorenzo church and the stained-glass panels of Nuestra Senora del Sagrado Corazon 

came to be through the efforts of some of the women studied. But the overall 

construction and prolonged sustenance of institutions such as the Asilo de Ancianos, the 

Casa del Refugio de la Joven. the Escuela de Mejoramiento Social para Menores. the 

Ciudad del Niiio, the Iglesia del Sagrado Corazon, the Cruz Roja, and even some aspects 

of the Centro de Accion de la Mujer Obrera, COMO, have also been achieved through the 

organized, missionizing efforts of these and other women (Funeral mass, MTRJl 1999; 

100''' birthday mass, AAQ 2000)."' 

In Juarez, these construction and sustenance projects are linked to the hierachies of 

the Catholic Church including specific priests and bishops but also to whole orders of 

nuns and brothers. They have been carried out individually, or at times collectively, 

through women associations such as Las Damas Catolicas, las Vicentinas, las Luisas de 

Marillac, or through target groups specifically formed to address a need—as in the case of 

the Comite Pro-Asilo de Ancianos. At times, the husbands have joined membership in 

•' The Asilo de Ancianos is a home for elderly and disabled people. The Casa del Refugio de la Joven is an 
orphanage-type home for young women and girls who have been separated from their families. The Escuela 
de Mejoramiento Social is a rehabilitation center and school for young felons and criminals. The Ciudad 
del Niiio is a long term care facility for children of indigent parents. The churches of Sagrado Corazon and 
N'uestra Seiiora are Catholic temples in Ciudad Juarez historically frequented by members of the directive 
classes. The San Lorenzo Mission, in its renovated state, is currently a voguish temple frequented by 
Catholics of the Juarez elite. 
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the committees as in the case of the Cruz Roja, COMO, or the committee for the 

construction of the Teresiano and Mexico Catholic schools." Nevertheless, the hands 

that help are those of women; and it is the well-positioned upper middle class women 

who successfully have been able to carry out larger projects over prolonged periods of 

time. 

One local developer quite seriously suggested to me that the reason some elite women 

get involved in the continued sustenance of Catholic Church activities may be due to the 

guilt deriving from their husbands' activities. He followed up his rather spontaneous and 

over-simplified statement by providing an e.xample on how an otherwise seemingly 

prominent businessman may also be involved in the shady drug, liquor or even 

prostitution industries. And he further elaborated his idea by arguing that while the wives 

are participating in "projects with priests," their prominent husbands may very well be 

involved in additional spotted activities—as in exploiting employees, engaging in unfair 

business deals or participating in unendingly inequitable land transactions (CS 2000). 

These observations can be taken as the cynic interpretations of one individual or as an 

example of a generalized custom, the social downplay, the lessening in importance of the 

activities these women are engaged in. Nevertheless, the piety observed in these women 

~ Opened in 1957 as an all-girls school. Colegio Teresiano is an eiementarv' and high school run by the 
Catholic Teresiana Mothers. The private school was established primarily through the efforts of members 
of Juarez' well located upper middle class and affluent families. Many of these family members had 
attended Escuela Maria Martinez but now wanted to incorporate Catholicism into their children's formal 
schooling (MChM 2000). A parallel school for boys, the Colegio Me.xico run by the Marista Brothers was 
also established in Ciudad Juarez during that time. 
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dealt with more than being involved in projects "with priests." It even dealt with more 

than their participation in the construction of buildings and the sustenance of institutions. 

It dealt with an internalized, and expected, way of being. And it especially dealt with a 

notion of how women simply "ought" to be. On an even narrower scope, the expected 

way of being as observed at El Paso del Norte specifically referred to how women of 

"Mexican customs" ought to behave (AAQ 1996; RMGB 1997; MIAC 1998; MDLT 

1999). 

Within these frames, the gendered discourse-including the practice and the message 

of piousness as a way of life—is not just about the production and reproduction of the 

ways of a dominant class or any other abstracted group. It is about the specific 

production and reproduction of the knowledge, of the practices, and of the institutions 

that sustain everyday life and that dictate the lives of particular individuals—especially 

women. 

More than Piet>' 

The practice of lending a hand was evident in upper middle class women in Ciudad 

Juarez and to a different degree in Mexicanas of other social groups as well. 

Furthermore, I evidenced this practice also in the wider spaces of the Paso del Norte 

region, in areas such as El Paso, Ysleta, Fabens, Canutillo, and in Chihuahua, Parral and 

Balleza. I have even witnessed elements of this behavior in women of other Latin 

American groups, women of Colombia, Venezuela, Honduras and Panama. One 
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important variant I noticed, however, was the degree of freedom and wealth used in being 

a helping hand over prolonged periods of time. 

As I focused on the elements presented to me during my fieldwork experience, the 

mandate to self of helping others, of lending a helping hand to an extended community as 

a part of leading a pious life, not only pointed to a form of gendered differentiation. The 

differentiation itself, as lived and spoken of, was quite veiled. Yet. other expressions 

suggesting that one, or one's daughters, daughters-in-law, nieces, granddaughters, friends, 

and female acquaintances ought to be "piadosas" and also "acomedidas" and "ser\'iciales" 

kept surfacing. These instances of discourse provided me with opportunities for further 

dissecting these topics. 

As previously explained, the qualifier "piadosa" really refers to an overall way of life 

generally characterized by certain restraints as well as the goal for effective utilization of 

resources. On the other hand, being piadosa can also be explained in terms of being 

religious in moderate ways such as attending church or participating in church activities 

and projects. In addition, "acomedida" and "servicial," in these group relation contexts, 

means to be helpful and diligent, although not servile. As lived, these and other 

characterizations were probably meant, at one time, to elaborate on the ways one can lead 

a pious life; in time, however, all these qualifiers have become prescriptions for a 

woman's expected behavior. 

For example, these characterizations of womanly behavior, "piadosa," "acomedida," 

"servicial," were more often than not tied to additional moral prescriptions for women: 
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prescriptions such as being prudent, "recatadas," and assiduous, "hacendosas." And 

while prudent in the contexts used does not really mean to be prudish, the term does 

specifically relate to a woman's measured use of her body, but also of her mind, her 

voice, her presence. 

"Hacendosa," on the other hand, means to make full use of that body, mind, voice, and 

presence. It means to be diligent--but especially as it relates to the overall direction and 

maintenance of a household. That is, the women observed were not only expected to 

quietly practice piety but were expected to fall within an abstracted realm of womanly 

virtue of specific containment and usefulness. 

Whether as an abstraction or as a practice, both piety and virtue began crystallizing not 

only in terms of a woman's expected behavior but also as a measurement of a type of 

womanly competency: a competency based on leading a pious and virtuous life. As a 

contrast, during the past eight or nine years, over 300 working class women in Ciudad 

Juarez have been murdered-and at least as many more have disappeared-mostly while 

on their way home from work or school. The local media accounts of these murders, as 

well as the discourse of several official government representatives, have suggested that 

the women were murdered because they were not "prudent" in their ways. These 

imprudent ways included the purportedly "wrong ways" of dressing, talking, walking, as 

well as the correlated, broader issues of working outside the household, working night 
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shifts, being on the streets at night, and partying with non-family members instead of 

being at home."^ 

During my fieldwork, these prescriptions of Ufe were often discussed as desired ways 

of being for women in general and women of the well-positioned upper middle classes in 

particular. They appeared to me, however, to be more like qualifications for a type of 

citizenship within a societal structure (still) protected by a Catholic Church dome. The 

degree and form of being an asset to that Church varied, but the requisites for being an 

overall acceptable woman to society remained, generally speaking, quite constant. 

Vestiges of Other Relations 

While discussing the "European Bourgeois," Stoler (1995) argued that the 19''' century 

conceptions of what it was to be European were shaped as much by that which was 

occurring within Europe during those 100 or so years, as by what was occurring outside 

of Europe during the same time periods. That is, being European during the late 18''' and 

throughout the 19''' centuries was defined vis-a-vis experiences in the European colonies. 

However, many of these colonial experiences were additionally marked during this 

period by a differentiation of practices which were often explained by colonizers (and 

anthropologists) in terms of differences in religious beliefs (Asad 1993). That is, the 

The work of Lourdes Portillo through the film Senorita E.xtraviada has admirably captured many of these 
9-ycar old debates. Also, see Balderas Dominguez 1999. 
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adherence to particular faiths was an integral element of the colonizing efforts of the 19th 

century that shaped that which we now know as European Bourgeois. 

In addition, the 19th century Europeanized bourgeoisie claimed enlightened ways that 

not only detached them from what was considered lower order religions encountered 

through the exploratory and colonizing endeavors of countries such as England, France, 

Holland, and the United States: the enlightened, modem ways also distanced them from 

Catholicism and its Church of Rome."^ 

This religion-based distantiation, coupled with the loss of power of other "European" 

imperial powers, namely those of Spain and the Church of Rome, have left a void in 

understanding how it is that European bourgeois ways are informed by vestiges of earlier 

relations of empire. 

In other words, if I follow Stoler and attempt to understand how 19th century 

Europeanized bourgeois ways are inscribed today in the customs of the women observed, 

I need to acknowledge the fact that what was Europe, European, and Europeanized in the 

19th century can not be conceived without considering the colonial relations existing at 

that time. Yet, given the area of my research, I also need to acknowledge earlier 

reciprocal experiences of conquest and colonization, previous appropriations of lands and 

people, as well as past and present practices of defining "customs" through the 

characterization of specific religious ways.'^ 

For an analysis of the religious distancing of the enlightened bourgeoisie see Groethuysen [1927] 1968. 
The question of whether or not the "post-colonial" analyses spearheaded by the "subaltern studies" 

scholars are applicable to the study of Latin American c.xperienccs including those in present day Mexico, 
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Additionally, it is important to understand that for a number of centuries, religions— 

within exploratory, conquest and colonization endeavors—became an integral part of 

subsequent colonial apparatusses. And religion-based differentiation has specifically 

sought to redefine and manage the activities of women involved in these colonial 

endeavors. From this standpoint, the question remains, are the pious ways of many of the 

well-positioned Paseiias researched tied to their participation in a particular religion, say 

Catholicism, or are they the outcome of colonization processes? 

In El Paso del Norte, local practices of prudence, of piety and diligence, are vestiges of 

a Spanish colonialism that was not only part of an earlier form of world economy but of a 

European Renaissance of specific beliefs. Furthermore, as the Spanish conquest and 

colonization efforts continued in the Americas, the colonial exchanges were additionally 

defined by the experiences occurring in Europe throughout 16"^ and 17''' centuries, 

including Spain's and the Church of Rome's loss of leadership as well as the pressures 

posed on Europe as a whole by the westerly-bound trajectory of the Ottoman Empire. At 

the base of these pressures on Europe and the Europeans, were the ways advocated by 

members of the Ottoman Empire groups, including the Islamic religion. 

Within these frames, the Spanish conquerors and colonizers in the Americas were not 

merely part of an imperial endeavor where the Spanish Crown thought itself blessed by 

God in order to promote and to impose the merged teachings of the Church of Rome and 

remain in debate through a number of academic circles. Sec, for example, Joseph 1990; Seed 1991; Klor de 
Alva 1992; Adomo 1993; Mallon 1994; Rodriguez 2001. 
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the Crown of Spain."*^ The Crown leaders themselves were seeking to define that which 

was to be "Spanish" after an Arab/Berber occupation of well over 700 years as well as the 

imminent "Turkish" threat that remained at Spain's footsteps for well over a 100 years. 

Becoming a Part of the Spanish Colonial Map 

The efforts to colonize the northern lands in New Spain, the territories sometimes 

referred to by the conquering Spaniards as the inner lands, "Tierra Adentro," took place 

almost eighty years after the Spanish occupation of Mexico's central plains. One such 

colonizing effort, the Oiiate Expedition, departed from Santa Barbara, a small town that 

now lies at the sourthem portion of the State of Chihuahua. Santa Barbara, however, was 

once a hub of Spanish colonial activity. 

An important mining center since the 1560's, Santa Barbara developed into a 

provincial axis of population, governmental, and religious activity by the late 16th 

century (Almada 1955; Porras Munoz 1988). Colonizing efforts departing from towns 

such as Santa Barbara moved the northern edge of Spanish domain between 1522 and 

1598. And the conquering and resettlement undertakings were especially tied to the 

practical need of securing resources for the political and economic survival of the Crown 

of Spain, and the Church of Rome, within Europe's 16th century activities. 

For a discussion of messianic visions tying to efforts of conquest and colonization see, for e.xample, 
Anderson [1983] 1991. For elaborations on the relationships between the Church of Rome and the Spanish 
empire endeavors sec, for e.xample. Cabot 1998 and Parker 2001. 



The activities engaged by the Crown of Spain during this period had the particular 

characteristic of being extensively documented. This documentation project, almost an 

obsession during the reign of King Felipe II of Spain (Cabot 1998; Parker 2001), remains 

evident in the number of official and unofficial records describing the activities of this 

expansionary period in Spanish colonial endeavors—including the documentation of 

specific re-settlement undertakings. 

The Ofiate enterprise was one such colonial, colonizing, re-occupation undertaking. In 

fact, it was the first officially endorsed expedition approved for the purpose of bringing 

new settlers to New Spain's northem lands, a task accomplished by bringing colonizers to 

the lands later known as El Nuevo Mexico or La Nueva Mexico.'^ In 1598, when the 

expedition was given final approval, a number of appointments were confirmed, 

including that of a royal historian and royal notary. One Caspar Perez de Villagra, a 

captain participating in this endeavor, was named historian of the venture and given the 

charge of documenting the activities of this project." The description written by this 

historian documenting the 1598 event for the Spanish Crown already made reference to a 

social and political differentiation scheme based on faith. 

•' Gutierrez (1991) addresses the Spanish search for "other Me.xicos" that is. for kingdoms similar to that 
found in the central plains, in the Valley of Anahuac. where present day Mexico City lies. Writing from a 
European perspective, Navarro Garcia coincides with the idea that the Spaniards were looking for "el 
Nuevo Reino de Mexico" (1978:20). For a detailed elaboration on the construction of the English form of 
"New Mexico" from the concept of searching for "una otra Mexico," another city and culture site like 
Tenochtitlan-Mexico, see Lugo 1995. 

The 1610 publication of Perez de Villagra's records, as well as subsequent translations into modem 
Spanish and English of this text, are discussed in see Note 1, Preface. 
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This differentiation by faith was evidently a prevalent scheme for many centuries in 

the Iberian Peninsula (Root 1988; Cabot 1998). The scheme at one time made 

reference to the experiences of a peninsula occupied by Arabs and Berbers. Yet by 

1598 the differentiation referenced another Spanish concern-that of management of 

everyday activities not only in Spain but also in the Spanish colonies. And this 

management of everyday life in Spain's colonies was marked by a problem previously 

experienced in Arab-occupied Spain: how women in the conquering experiences were 

to be exchanged~or not. 

Some historical accounts have suggested that because of previous explorations, the 

Spaniards attempting to colonize the North were looking for a large river which would 

lead them to the lake where the rich other, the newer Mexico rested (Cramaussel 1990). 

Other scholars have suggested that these Spaniards followed rivers because it was in these 

abundant river valleys that people lived and, by Spanish colonial standards, people were 

the labor and spiritual resources for the Crown of Spain (Chavez 1970). Others yet have 

focussed on the fact that mining sites were often found in the vicinity of large rivers. And 

the mines, when coupled with the labor resources of newly found natives, represented a 

tremendous source of wealth for the Crown for Spain to be able to participate in 16th 

century world markets (Porras Mufioz 1988). 

It is no surprise, then, that Perez de Villagra, in the vicinity of Paso del Norte, 

documented the "notable episode" of finding a "roaring" and "harsh" northern river. And 

he also provided us with details concerning some of the initial contacts with the 
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"barbarian warriors" who showed them the path through which the northern river could 

be forded. The ford, once described in Canto XIV, lies now in the central westerly 

portion of Ciudad Juarez, Chihuahua and El Paso, Texas. The roaring river is no more. 

But in 1598, as Perez de Villagra narrated that which the Spanish colonizers were 

encountering during this first official exploration for the purpose of settling the lands 

north of the edge of Spanish domain, he mentioned the existence of "arabes," of 

"barbaros incultos" living in these lands. That is, he described the native inhabitants of 

the "lands where no Christian foot had ever trod" as Arabs and as barbarians void of 

culture (Perez de Villagra by Encinias et al. [1610] 1992:XIV, 44). Furthermore, Villagra 

also used the terms "moros" (ibid:XII, 104-105) and "barbaros guerreros" (ibidrXIV, 290) 

to describe the inhabitants of these lands. .And this characterization of natives as "Turks" 

(and native women as "Moorish women") can also be found in Gutierrez when he quotes 

the Hammond and Rey translation of the recounting of the Coronado Expedition beyond 

the northern edges of Spain's colonized lands (1991:44). 

This differentiation by creed, by knowledge of specific ways, points to a very 

important element of the Spanish colonization process in the Americas: a definition of a 

Spanish self not only based upon cultural differences encountered through their conquest 

and colonization endeavors in the Americas, but a definition of a Spanish self marred by 

the 700 or so years of Moorish domination and the inminent re-occupation of their 

Peninsula. 
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This Spanish self was defined in categories forged by specific experiences of war, 

conquest and reconquest between the inhabitants of Europe's Spanish Peninsula and the 

people of the expanded empire of Islam. It was conceived and described in the 

unification language of Castellano, a language intended to be the vernacular, that is, the 

common language fusing and promoting the vision of a single Spain. And this seemingly 

unified and expansionary Spain was to continue its empire-building efforts not only in the 

name of Catholicism but with the church's blessing in the anointment of the Spanish 

monarchy as The Catholic Monarchy.'"^ 

The consolidation projects forced the unity of the provinces within the Spanish 

Peninsula; and that idealized unity was subsequently used in representing strength of 

governance and faith in the political and economic enterprises that took place in Europe 

during the 1500's--including the Council of Trent that was to define and establish the 

concept of marriage as well as the job, "el oficio" of being a wife. And this is also 

evident in Perez de Villagra's chronicle. 

In an interesting episode, one that the Spanish colonizers also deemed "notable" 

enough to be documented, the first encounter between the colonizers and the settled 

people was recorded. That is, Villagra described, through some detail, part of what 

occurred when the colonizers came upon the first town since leaving Santa Barbara. The 

episode appears in Canto XV. In it we can see that the European changes occurring in the 

The title of Catholic Monarchs was first given to Isabel de Castilla and Fernando de Aragon by Pope 
Innocent VIII. The title was inherited by King Charles V and King Phillip II. For an elaboration on these 
topics see, for example, the work of Fletcher 1992 and Parker 2000. 
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16th century, including the Spanish promotion of the Council of Trent moralities, were 

quite present in the colonizing endeavors that were being documented. 

Throughout Canto XV, Villagra acknowledged that the communication with the 

settled inhabitants was rather "diluted" because of the difference in the languages spoken. 

Yet, he took a number of lines to describe that which he gathered where the customs 

relating to sexual exchanges and coupling among the natives encountered. 

He narrated that the "maidens were common to all without excuse provided that they 

pay" for without pay, "the sin" was "vile baseness." He then continued describing how 

once these maidens married they lived "chaste lives" and were "contented" with their 

spouses. Villagra then continued this implausible yet lengthy account by explaining how, 

after the native customs were "understood" by the explorers, the "barbarian" natives then 

assumed that the colonizers had the same "natural" customs. That is, Villagra argued that 

the Spaniards were interpreted as carrying in their own "nature" the same ways deemed 

rooted in the native's nature, "lo que por naturaleza ya traian." And Villagra tells then us 

that the natives proceeded to gather a number of "well-painted mantles" and offered them 

for "obtaining the Castillian dames whom they desired and much wished" (Perez de 

Villagra by Encinias et al. [1610] 1992:142-143). Moreover, while additionally 

documenting the perceived sexual desires of the "barbarian," the Arab Other, Villagra 

briefly narrated his impression that a "young boy" from the Spanish group was "almost 

overcome by force" by one of the male natives encountered. 
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These practices of carnal desire by Spanish settlers and colonized Others, during 

subsequent years and then centuries, were tempered by the teachings and practices of 

the Spanish missionaries who became the agents and promoters not only of the 

ideologies of Catholic beliefs but also of the language and customs of the invading 

settler. In fact, the power and control over the dissemination of everyday knowledge 

came to rest so much on the "clerical sector of the Spanish class of people" that by 

1799 it was this sector who was envisioned as having the power to mobilize large 

segments of the colonies in Mexico (Abad y Queipo [1799,1813] 1994:74). 

And yet, how can we even begin to find the everyday ways through which the 

teachings of the combined State of the Spanish Crown and the Church of Rome regarding 

the behavior of Christian women, of women in the colonies came to be inscribed through 

the present? As anthropologists in the field we can observe the behavior, listen to the 

narratives, research the known achievements, and interpret the findings. But what other 

means are available there, in the field, in the homes of the women researched? 

Outside of these homes there are, of course, possibilities in archives, where letters, 

prayer books, sermons, and even legal proceedings describing 300 years of Spanish 

colonial dominion could be found. There are more specialized documents such as the 

catechisms and homilies written in Latin and Spanish that were published and distributed 

across the centuries to Church leaders for re-interpretation to Catholic followers. There 

are scholarly writings such as those of Juan Luis Vives who in 1523 was promoting the 
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education of young women for the eventual benefit of the State.^*^ But there are also the 

smaller items found in homes, the novenas, the books of prayers, of meditations, of by

laws for women's groups...And there are the written guidelines for marriage and for being 

a good wife.^' 

I found teachings of "Christian" ways, of lives to be imitated, of specific ways to be 

pursued between the old pages of the novenas and little prayer leaflets, "rezos," that have 

been passed down through generations of women and had names such as Obsequios al 

Sagrado Corazon, Las Cinco Llagas y la Vigilia a Maria Santisima, Novena de la 

Admirable Milagrosa Santa Rita de Casia, de Santa Teresa, de Santa Rosa de Lima 

Patrona de la Sociedad de Jovenes Cristianas, de los Trece Martes a San Antonio de 

Padua, de la Gloriosa Reina Santa Elena de la Cruz, Frente al Sagrario de Cristo 

Rey...And dates such as 1856, 1864, 1872, 1918, 1925, 1934 were printed on these 

fragile leaflets. 

A manual for the education of Christian women was written by Juan Luis Vives in 1523. Entitled On the 
Education of a Christian Woman. Addressed to Her Most Serene Majesty, Catherine of Aragon, Queen of 
England, the series of essays were intended for Princess Mary, daughter of Catherine of Aragon and Henry 
VIII of England although evidently they had a wider reading audience. Throughout the essays Vives 
addressed not only the spiritual formation of a young woman, but the specific ways and means through 
which this development should occur. See, for e.xample. Vives edited and translated by Fantazzi 2000. 

As part of a life-long endeavor of elaborating on the holy scriptures. Fray Luis de Leon, on the occasion 
of his niece's marriage in 1583, wrote a commentary on Proverb 31. The commentary, evidently, was 
written for the purpose of detailing how something which is meant to be believed—scriptures—also has a 
moral, "moralis quid agas," should-do aspect to it. The published commentary, entitled La Perfecta Casada. 
contained 21 brief chapters and was meant to elucidate the topic of how one carries out the occupation, "el 
oficio" of being a wife. In book form. La Perfecta Casada has been published, since 1583, in more than 500 
editions printed both in Spain as well as in parts of Latin .America. Sec. for e.xample. De Leon edited by 
Penalosa 1970; De Leon edited by San Jose Lera 1992. 
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Some of prayer leaflets were photocopies, some of them had worn edges and hand-

sewn bindings with worn and faded ribbons that told stories of the many hands and 

number of times they had been read. One of the women had a 1900 tiny meditation book 

entitled Joyas del Cristiano—Coleccion de Devociones, Meditaciones y Lecturas Piadosas 

while another one kept an original copy of the Estatutos de la Asociacion de Damas 

Catolicas de Ciudad Juarez which, in 1925, had the goal of moralizing the social ways, 

"llevar a cabo la moralizacion de costumbres sociales." 

Coincidentally, or perhaps not, the teachings in these leaflets overlapped with the 

elaborations on the notion of "virtues" found in a 1994 copy of the Catechism of the 

Catholic Church. The question remaining, then, is not whether the 19"^ and 20"^ centur>' 

objects of Christian practices, kept in drawers, in purses, within the pages of larger books 

represent inscriptions of a Spanish colonization process of past, but rather how is it that 

well-positioned women came to assume leadership roles in these endeavors? 

Piadosas de Hoy - Doing Tilings Out of Love 

A wife of noble character who can find? She's worth far more than rubies... 
She sets about her work vigorously; her arms are strong for her tasks... 
She opens her arms to the poor and e.xtends her hands to the needy... 
Her husband is respected at the city gate, where he takes his seat among the elders of the land... 
She is clothed with strength and dignity; she can laugh at the days to come. 
She speaks with wisdom and faithful instruction is on her tongue. 
She watches over the affairs of her household and does not eat the bread of idleness 

E.xcerpt from Proverb 31, Epilogue to the Proverbs of King Solomon, son of 
David for attaining wisdom and discipline. The Wife of Noble Character: lOe-30. 

The two-story Spanish colonial house sits in Rincones de San Marcos, an elegant 

neighborhood in Ciudad Juarez, Chihuahua. The neighborhood began developing in the 
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mid-1970's as an updated, yet smaller-scale, version of the adjacent Country Club 

Estates. Initially, it was built as a gated community, one whose main entrance was 

framed with Roman aqueduct-type arches. Several of the streets are cobble-stoned and 

the predominantly colonial architecture homes were initially targeted for up-and-coming 

young families. Immediately outside of its gates, the Racquetball Club, built during the 

same initial development period, was meant not only to complement the new residential 

development but also to tie to the adjacent Countr>' Club sporting facilities. 

Rincones literally means comers, although, depending on its use, it can carry a 

connotation of coziness. It is a term often used in Mexico to characterize quaint colonial 

settings. In this case, the well-known San Marcos Plaza in Aguascalientes, Mexico, was 

being evoked through the naming of a neighborhood. Today, however, several of the 

newer homes in this neighborhood may be occupied by members of the families engaged 

in the drug industry. In fact, an unusual number of sentry cubicles have been built 

adjacent to several of the Rincones homes and male bodyguards in sets of two, three or 

four sitting in cars can be observed throughout the neighborhood at any given hour. For 

these reasons, Rincones de San Marcos is now locally known as Rincones de San Narcos. 

San Marcos, in Catholicism, is the veneration name used to refer to the Apostle Mark. 

But "narcos," with an "n" is a plural brief form of the word narcotraficante, drug dealer. 

The name Rincones de San Narcos, as used presently in Ciudad Juarez and El Paso, can 

translate into something like the cozy, quaint neighborhood of the blessed-or 

untouchable-drug dealers. 
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When Ana"" and her husband first married, they moved to Sonora and then Arizona, 

where his family and business endeavors of land development and ranching took them. A 

few years later, they returned to Paso del Norte where they lived in Ciudad Juarez briefly, 

and then settled in El Paso, Texas. More recently. Ana, her husband and five children 

moved from El Paso back to Ciudad Ju^ez, where they purchased a sunny and spacious 

home in Rincones. In one of the sparingly-yet-elegantly decorated living rooms. Ana and 

I caught up with the details of how our lives, partially shared while growing up, had taken 

different paths. 

A pleasantly serene and contented woman in her early forties. Ana, through the use of 

the telephone--and the assistance from the woman who was cleaning her house that day as 

well as from the man who runs errands for her and her husband, measuredly took care of 

household issues while we conversed for several hours that morning. That is, while 

carrying out a conversation with me. Ana, quite matter-of-factly, would take brief side 

moments throughout the morning to address concerns such as the children's after school 

activities, her parents' and her father-in-law's health, and the purchase and delivery of 

groceries. 

Her balanced demeanor did not seem to sway in the face of family health, time, or 

cash-in-hand predicaments. In fact, her fine chino trousers and crisp white cotton shirt 

remained comfortably starched and pressed throughout the morning, reminding me of a 

For purposes of this research project, only Ana's first name is being used. 
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slender, contemporary version of the "wife of noble character" described by King 

Solomon through Proverb 31 This biblical passage, by the way, not only epitomizes 

the characterization of the pious and virtuous woman but coincidentally—several months 

later~I found the same passage underlined in a copy of a Catholic bible belonging to one 

of the women in my research project. The bible, however, was in English and the woman 

lived in El Paso. 

Nonetheless, at the end of my morning with Ana. when I asked her how it was that she 

retained her joy and composure, not only throughout everyday obstacles but throughout 

her life's hurdles, she replied simply, "uno hace todo por amor," which can translate as 

one does everything out of love. But then Ana's measured ways opened a tad, her voice 

became a bit assertive and she reminded me, "asi nos enseiiaron a ti y a mi, Elea, a hacer 

todo por amor," that is the way you and I were taught, to do everything out of love. 

My field notes recorded that afternoon, questioned whether Ana's quiet nudge 

matched other quiet reminders I have additionally heard from other women inter\'iewed: 

the subtle, and at times, not so subtle reminders that I no longer follow the paths expected 

of me as a woman and as a Mexicana from Ciudad Juarez. ".. .Or maybe Ana was, in 

fact, incorporating me back into that world," I wrote. Maybe Ana was simply stating her 

life's dictum. Her shared life's dictum: 

Ana (A): Eh ...recicn me vine a Juarez este...por. por mis hijos. siemprc. sicmpre jale yo 
para aca para Juarez por la familia, porque... 

Elea (E): Tii los tem'as en la escuela aqui, ^no'.' 

" Refer to Note 31 in this Chapter. 
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A. Primero los pongo alia, los tuve cn la escuela alia en El Paso hasta...(la hija mayor)., fue hasta 
cuarto grado de primaria y los otros hasta segundo. terccro de primaria, ya que aprenden a hablar 
cl ingles y a leerlo y a manejar ya bien el ingles completamente. entonces ya despues de ahi me 
gusta...planeamos traerlos para aca precisamente para que aprendieran nuestra historia me.xicana. 
hablaran el espaiiol biicen hablado, escribirlo y todo eso. entonces esa fue la razon. pero no tanto 
me vine por las escuelas porque dure muchos anos yendo y viniendo... 

E. ^Venias todos los dias verdad? 

A. Si. 0 sea, eso no era tanto ese cl problcma... sino que llegaron a la cdad unos a la edad dc... 
cste... las nirias sobre todo. que son las mayores, como que cuando estan chicos, ^verdad?..los 
traes a la escuela y los recoges a la hora que salen y te los llevas a tu casa, pero comienzan a crecer 
^verdad? Y que la fiesta pa'ca. que la macstra pa'ca. que el trabajo de equipo para aca. entonces ya 
implicaba parte en las tardes tambien andar cn esto de yendo y viniendo y entonces...Bucno, otra 
de las razones de las que nos vinimos a Juarez y que era mas importantc era...es en el ambiente. 
podemos decir. 

E. Si.. 

A. No que aca sea la gran cosa..no es lo mismo. ^verdad? 

E. Si. y luego con cl vecino, ^verdad? (suffocated laughter)^"* 

A. Si. ya sc. y ahorita. ya ha cambiado ahorita. pero en el momento ese en que yo mc vine, 
estamos hablando de...no estaba tanto la cosa como esta ahorita, pero. pero estc...pues nosotros 
siempre hemos estado muy concientes en darles a los hijos. no tanto de darles sino. 
proporcionarles de lo que este de nuestra parte, rodearlos de las mejores cosas positivas. ^verdad'.' 
...para que tengan una buena educacion. y no tanto en la educacion. nosotros estamos muy 
inclinados por lo cspiritual. por lo cristiano ^verdad? Entonces rodearlos de las mayores fuerzas 
positivas que se puedan...por eso fue el sacrificio de estarlos trayendo, porque yo pienso, hasta la 
fecha. no me arrepiento. que pienso que valio la pena esc sacrificio.. 

E. En las escuelas americanas este... 

A. A mi me toco ser substitute teacher en las escuelas piiblicas y pues te das cuenta de los 
ambientes ^verdad? Te das cuenta de la desintegracion. la moral, los valores. te digo. no que aca 
estemos..pero... .todavia conser\'amos.... 

E. Son difercntes.. 

A. Son difercntes ^verdad? Entonces por eso fue tambien la decision...(la hija mayor)..cstuvo en 
la escuela hasta cuarto afio y me comence a dar cuenta pues...de la escuela son las amistades que 
forman. de la primaria. de la secundaria, entras tii y dices, bueno. estas son con las que. con las que 

At the time of our interview, it was rumored that the house behind Ana's was occupied by a narco family. 
For Ana, the laughing aspect of this rumor froze the day that actual machine-gun altercations happened a 
few yards away from her home's front door. 
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va a convivir. entonces vamos a eslar chocando constantemente erdad? En cuestion dc permisos 
y que si yo te dcjo salir. por que mis amigas si. por que yo no puedo hacer las cosas...Entonces, 
pues..evitarse problemas, de perdida, rodearla de gente que piensa igual que tii, que trae las 
mismas...^verdad? Objetivos. las mismas metas.. 

As a young professional couple of means. Ana and her husband opted at one time to 

live on the El Paso. Texas side of the Paso del Norte. There, for 18 years, the children 

were bom and raised, although by third and fourth grades—while still living in El Paso-

the children began attending schools in Ciudad Juarez. 

Living in this border region. Ana and her husband wanted the children to learn English 

well, but also for the children to be able to attend schools in Mexico. As she explained it 

to me that morning, the idea of crossing the U.S.-Mexico border uvo, three, four times a 

day for several years made sense to her as a mother because she and her husband wanted 

their children to learn Spanish well and for them to study Mexican history."^ But, most of 

all. Ana and her husband wanted their children to grow up in a good environment, or at 

least in an environment "surrounded by positive forces." 

Through her living and brief work experiences in the United States, Ana, like many 

other Mexicanas and Mexicanos living inside and out of Mexico, the United States is a 

socially "disintegrating" country, one void of individual or collective moral standards. 

But the perceived moral disintegration phenomena evidently became problematic to Ana 

Over 16.6 million passenger vehicles (and 55.3 million people) were documented crossing from Ciudad 
Juarez into El Paso in the year 2000, comparing with 16.4 million in 1999 and 15.2 million in 1998. The 
limited number of personnel and crossing facilities, when coupled with the frequent drug searches make the 
typical driver wait anywhere from 30 minutes to an hour to cross, anytime, during a normal day. During 
certain peak hours or holidays a typical driver not only waits up to two hours to cross into El Paso, but can 
also e.xpect waiting lines crossing from El Paso to Ciudad Juarez. In the aftermath of September 11, 2001, 
1 '/2 to 2-hour waits are not uncommon. 
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and her husband at the time that the oldest daughter was finishing fourth grade. It was 

then that they became aware that she was sharing her days with children who. in their 

mind, did not have the same "goals" in life. 

In El Paso, the children had attended an elite private Episcopalian school and lived in 

an affluent neighborhood; yet. the networks of friends and cousins they were encouraged 

to go out with, lived, for the most part, in Juarez. Being in the privileged position of 

having choices. Ana and her husband opted then to move, to relocate in Ciudad Juarez. 

Once there, their children could socialize only with the children of people who "thought" 

like them~or was it with people involved in the same social spheres? And. what 

specifically was Ana referring to when she talked about surrounding their children with 

"positive forces?" 

As Ana elaborated that morning, the fnendship and family ties one develops during 

those formative years, the "class of people" one befriends as a young teenager, will most 

likely be one's family and business partners in the fiiture. Paradoxically, Ana's youngest 

sister would tell me, a few months later, that she and her husband moved from Ciudad 

Juarez to El Paso because they did not want their twelve-year old to socialize with 

children from the Juarez drug cartel families. Evidently, the children of some drug cartel 

families are now attending the local parochial schools once built by members of the well-

located upper middle classes for their own children (see Chapter 3). 
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But in Ana's discourse of social class, as a mother and a wife, you not only make 

arrangements to provide "positive surroundings" for your children, you work with others 

to extend that "positive" vision which, in her mind, religion provides. 

E. Oye, platicame, me decias que. que parte de lo que querian poner dar a los hijos era este 
ambiente religioso, ^en que cosas de la religion se ceniran ustedes? 

A. ^Nosotros? 

E. Si 

A. Es que. mira. para empezar. tienes cinco hijos. Este..y cuando te irazas un camino ^verdad? 
Que quieres. que dices tii. bueno. para que estoy aqui ^verdad? O sea. sacar a mis hijos adelante. 
seguros dc si mismos ̂ verdad? cristianos sobre todo con una fe firme y todo esto. enlonces tienes. 
tienes que definir.. .es que el tiempo es muy corto. digo, el tiempo de vida que tenemos aqui, 
^verdad? Entonces tienes que definir hacia donde vas y sobre esa base, pues tienes que ir haciendo 
espacios para lo que tii crees que es importante. entonces muchas veces no te alcanza. digo. apenas 
cubres lo que es importante para ti. entonces no te alcanza para todas esas otras cosas...entonces el 
mismo paso de la vida te va definicndo que. a que te tiras y a que no. porquc...El caso es que 
nosotros tenemos ya bastante tiempo..unos nue\ e afios. como diez arios. trabajando en lo que se 
llama talleres de oracion de vida del Padre Ignacio Larranaga..."'' Pero fijate. curiosamente. 
estamos trabajando en eso pero en El Paso.. 

E. ^En El Paso..? 

A. Es que alia comenzamos. y en entre que las \ enidas a Juarez, bueno. cuando me \ ine la primera 
vez a Juarez si trabajamos aqui. Pero luego nos volvimos a ir al Paso y nos volvimos a incorporar 
en El Paso, y ahora que nos volvimos a vivir a...digo. ya nos quedamos a trabajando alia.. 

E. con el grupo que trabajan en El Paso hay... mas bien son familias me.vicanas o..7 

A. Es en Espariol. somos pares me.xicanos...ya se esta abriendo en Ingles, ya se estan dando en 
Ingles, nomas que es otra area...Por ejemplo ahorita, mi marido y yo somos los coordinadores de 
en El Paso podemos decir. ^verdad? Y este. son.. ..se me hace que a ti te gustaria porque es una 
forma diferente, no\edosa. de. de la religion, de lo que es orar...el padre este. Ignacio. esta muy 
conciente. dice que en la igiesia se nos dice que tenemos que rezar pero no se nos ensefia a rezar... 
no salen del Padre Nuestro y el Ave Maria, o sea. machetearte...Esto es otra cosa..olvidate de todo 
esto del pecado, y eso, ^no'.' Que va...si la religion es para estar felices no para estane....dando de 
latigazos...cstos talleres son algo que el comenzo y ya esta en todo el mundo...manejamos 
silenciamientos. y tii dices, meditacion trascendentaL.estos, estos traen otra onda..oriental, ya 

Father Ignacio Larranaga is a Jesuit Spanish priest whose Catholic Chuch reform efforts have been widely 
adopted throughout Latin America since the mid-1970's. One element of his teachings includes instructing 
people how to pray outside of the repetitive, memorized te.xts usually taught through normal Catholic 
Doctrine channels. 
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sabes. con todo aquello de control mental y para aqui y para alia... Pero es que esto es parte de lo 
que no sabemos. de lo que tenemos que aprender para orar.. 
E. Bueno, pero es que tambien es tan completamente opuesto a la Iglesia, por ejemplo. en la que 
yo me crie. en la que nooo habia introspeccion. en la que noo cuesticnabas...lo que te decian.. 
\i siquiera leias la Biblia porque la Biblia era nada mas para que cieertas personas la leyeran no 
para que tii \ erdaderamente la leyeras.. 

A. Si. la Biblia era de los libros aquellos de decoracion. THIS BOOK...para tu casa. Pero 
haz de cuenta que se esta u^tando de rescatar. yo no se. a ti te ha de haber tocado. que, ya sabes, 
en ciertos dias no se iba a trabajar ^verdad? A ti te ha de haber tocado que.. .pues una iglesia de 
sacrificio, de castigo, de pecado....Aqui es completamente diferente. y el pecado. arrepientete y 
ya....Nosotros crecimos en una religion de temor. de castigo. ^verdad? De todo esto...luego otra 
cosa. cste. no nos enfocamos a los sacramcntos. digo. claro que estamos completamente de 
acuerdo y todo esto ^verdad? y creemos en ellos definitivamente. pero...es un absurdo querer que 
vayas a misa cuando no conoces la casa de la misa erdad? o sea por eso no le hayas sentido a 
todos estos ritos porque. si \ oy a misa pero pues que aburrido para que \ oy..es como sientate. \ e a 
una fiesta donde no conoces a nadie. Pues que aburrido <;,verdad? 

With a degree in Elementary Education and a teaching certificate from the State of 

Texas, Ana only worked a few days as a public school teacher. She laughed that morning 

as she explained to me that her degree/employment situation was "typicaP'-she graduated 

and a few weeks later got married. Ana does, however, on occasions "help out," 

clerically, in her husband's real estate business which straddles both sides of the Ciudad 

Juarez-El Paso political divide. 

Ana does not participate in any of the so called social clubs.^ She does not generally 

or directly participate in any other organized church group for that matter. She also does 

not socialize with any of the participants of the prayer groups she and her husband have 

taught. She does, how ever, meet with some of her childhood friends once a month for 

breakfast. She seemed amused at the fact that she is not only "not very interested" in 

• .-Vna's grandmother and mother have belonged to the Club Boton Rojo. See Chapter 3. Note 25. 
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clubs or other type of social gatherings: she insisted that between hers and her husband's 

extended families they could and have enough social engagements "to last a lifetime." 

Ana additionally emphasized that she spent most of her days addressing issues of 

schooling and after school activities of her five children. Nevertheless, Ana also 

mentioned that religion is meant to make people happy. And between her family and her 

missionizing activities Ana says to have found her "path" in life. 

Ana's schooling included elementary and early secondary education while attending 

Colegio Teresiano in Ciudad Juarez. But her high school and baccalaureate degrees were 

obtained through public institutions in EI Paso, Texas. Her parents, sisters and brothers, 

were not only very active in Catholic church activities in Ciudad Juarez, but most of them 

have been quite militant in the ultra conservative National Action Party (PAN)-before 

the PAN had gained momentum in the political life of Mexico. That morning, however. 

Ana was to explain to me that involvement in political activities was not part of her 

calling. That, while a close relative was at that time running for councilwoman, she had 

"chosen" to bow out of her family's political involvement. 

E. Pero, es que tii cres ciudadana americana. para cmpczar... 

A. Ah, si... Yo no puedo participar, si, si. si. Pero este. yo ya me convenci que habemos gente 
para todo. todos lenemos una mision (both iaugh)..No todos podemos hacerla de todo, hay gente 
que sir\e para la polilica. yo estoy enfocada a encarrilar almas haz de cuenta (both laugh).... 
Primero encarrilarme yo. primero que nada (Ana laughs)....Entonces a mi me dio por aca y ellos 
se dedicaron a la polilica que. bendito sea Dios. hay gente para todo. y si a todos nos da por lo 
mismo. pos', ^verdad? 

E. El encarrilar almas es..no nada mas tus hijos sino ^el ministerio que haces entre la gente? 

A. E.xactamente, si. 
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E. Porque vcrdaderamente es una profesion para ti.. 

A. Uhhu. si. porque. per ejemplo para nosolros....ademas es una vocation, es que est^ en un 
taller, y luego...pues en realidad....es una entrega. 

E. Bucno. un modo de vida ya en practica.. 

A. Exactamente. entonces..es que, es una relacion de amor, es Cristificante. pues. eso es a lo que 
Jesiis Cristo v ino...estes aqui o estes en China y....Y. precisamente aqui. mi teoria; esta entrega de 
vida. todavia lo tenemos un poquito mas aqui. En Estados Unidos ya se perdio. Ves. ^como esta 
ahorita Estados Unidos? Es puro materialismo y hasta a veces. como dices tii. se nota hasta en el 
ritmo de caminar. de manejar..todo esto. No es porque solo aqui exista. y no es cuestion de cultura 
ni de diferentes costumbres es cuestion de falta de humanidad. de falta de Dios, yo creo. que...lo 
traemos. lo traemos. en Estados Unidos..en todos lados ^verdad'.' Pero alia, la droga. el alcohol, 
pastillas para depresion y todo eso. como que se ha perdido. porque como humanos Dios nos hizo 
bien...pero nos neccsitamos unos a otros en ese sentido. ya sabes. la palmadita de buenos dias. el 
(;,c6mo le va...? el ^en que le puedo ayudar...? 

Ana was to conclude that morning that her mission in life was to re-direct souls, 

"encarrilar almas." And she re-directed souls, including those of her children and herself, 

especially through Father Larranaga's teachings on prayer. Ana, however, also concluded 

that this form of teaching was not merely a spin-off from her teaching call and her 

teacher's certification in the U.S. She specifically referred to her work as a vocation, a 

commitment, "una entrega." with the connotation of absolute dedication that the word 

"entrega" implies in this context. Furthermore, Ana explained how she firmly believes 

that this commitment to fellow humans as well as her panicipation in a shared 

"humanity" ties her back to Jesus Christ; for in providing for others, .Ana sees herself as 

following the path that Jesus Christ is believed to have followed. 

In Ana's vision, this "Christ-like" commitment to humanity has been lost in the 

United States. According to her, the problems of alcohol and drug consumption and the 

problems of mental health in the U.S. are tied to the fact that the perspective of a shared 
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humanity has been lost. On the other hand. Ana suggested that this shared humanity, this 

need to help each other, is still observable in Mexico in small ways—as in wishing a 

perfect stranger a good morning, as in patting each other's backs, as in offering to be of 

assistance...And yet, the area primarily comprised by the cities of Juarez and El Paso 

where I did my fieldwork is much more chaotic than a distinct differentiation of ways of 

life as lived in one country or in another. 

Conclusions - Paradoxical Uses of Capital 

Living in an area beyond a specified period of "fieldwork experience" has its 

advantages because while the moments shared during the fieldwork experience cannot be 

replicated, the bonds established through days, and months, and years can continuously 

shed light—or obfuscate—the initial research. For example, on two separate occasions I 

was attending particular Catholic masses relating to two of the women whose narratives I 

had recorded. One was a funeral mass; the other one was a mass celebrating a 100-year 

birthday. And there, in the ambiance of Church, some of the veiled references I had 

previously observed, were unveiled—if only for a moment. As a researcher I realized that 

it is in these significant occasions that some of the accomplishments may be verbalized. 

And it was then that the Catholic faith-centered activities of at least two of the well-

positioned Juarez women were specified, breaking some of the silences previously 



173 

noted—even if only partially and momentarily. It was then also that the pious and 

virtuous ways were openly acknowledged and the relationships and alliances between 

these women and the Church hierarchies were openly addressed. 

Yet while these aspects of social reproduction of the well located classes are not 

disclosed and often not even discussed, lending a helping hand remains an integral part of 

these women's lives, whether in the form of "re-directing souls" or of "helping the 

people." Furthermore, being part of the directive groups, of "the beautiful people." 

provides these and other women within the well-positioned upper middle classes the 

opportunity to carry out their pious ways over long periods of time. For it is precisely this 

positionality that provides them with a number of vehicles to do so. For example. Ana 

has actually changed residence within Northern Mexico and the U.S. Southwest a number 

of times during her young life-from the State of Chihuahua to Sonora to Arizona to 

Chihuahua to Texas and back to Chihuahua. These changes of residence could have 

taken her out of the reported localized Engranaje and could have easily dislodged her 

from what she perceived as her "mission in life," her "vocation." Nevertheless, 

throughout the episodes of change in her life, largely provoked by the territorial 

dislocations, she has been able to maintain a focus of that mission and vocation. 

Ana's narrative did reflect the episodes of change as well the reiterated mission of 

pious ways. Yet, downplayed, were the economic, the entrepenurial reasons largely 

behind these episodes of change. Furthermore, in Ana's narrative there was no specific 

mention of the family and social ties that she and her husband and children navigate and 
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that were established in the region well beyond Ciudad Juarez and El Paso and long 

before either Ana or her husband were even bom. It is of linle surprise, then, that 

throughout Ana's episodes of change, she has been able to reconnect not only with other 

family members and friends but also with the economic systems as well as the Catholic 

Church structures that have allowed her to continue the pursuit of her goals? 

On the other hand. Luchi, in her narrative, not only discussed some of the means 

available to her while facing a continuous need for repositioning and change in order to 

continue providing a helping hand; she openly discussed the privilege of her class 

location and the practical ways a person can use to capitalize class privileges. 

But regardless of the specificities within each life, both women, like many other 

women encountered during the fieldwork experience, continue to live the pious ways that 

at one time were lessons from the Catholic faith. And some of these women have even 

modified their initial instruction in ways that accommodates what they term "the practical 

ways," that is, the vision and customs of neighboring culture groups. 

The fact that at El Paso del Norte the expected behavior for women in general and 

women of Mexican backgrounds in particular remains entwined with ideologies of 

differentiating customs through a base of religious practices points to colonial processes 

of past. It points to the insidious relationship of Church and State not only of the Spanish 

colonization project in Latin America, but to the wider notion that the imposition of 

customs, language and religion are an intricate package of colonial endeavors. And w hile 

the military efforts of empire have changed the boundaries and histories of many 
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countries, it is the imposition of the customs-language package through the assumed 

impartiahty of religious practices that has proven to have a much longer effect of empire. 

During my fieldwork experience I came across the notions that women should have 

pious and virtuous ways, that they should be willing to provide a helping hand while at 

the same time be prudent and assiduous. The expected, gendered, and often prescribed 

behavior of specific containment and useftilness appeared in the smaller ways of dressing, 

walking, talking, as well as relating to others. It also often materialized in the 

participation of women in groups for the purpose of assisting those "in need." be it in 

small neighborhood emergencies or larger collective efforts. 

This collective participation provided me with settings and moments during my 

fieldwork whereby I was able to observe members of the well-positioned classes I was 

researching interacting with people of various backgrounds and ages, including members 

of the Catholic Church hierarchies. For as I have elaborated, regardless of an individual's 

religious orientation, many of the collective endeavors are still interwoven with Church 

leaderships. 

The pious and virtuous ways (still) prescribed by and to women in the Paso del Norte 

area continue to promote ideologies of male leadership within the Catholic Church and 

class ideologies of a directive few. They continue to sustain the ideologies that envision a 

male husband as the predominant "breadwinner" and a woman engaged in self-sacrificing 

activites within and beyond the household walls. Nonetheless, women's participation in 
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these localized activities does tie them to collectivities within and outside the Paso del 

Norte region and places them in an socially acceptable "public" domain. 

Finally, the expected pious and virtuous ways were observed in the behavior of many 

women in the Ciudad Juarez-El Paso area as well as the Paso del Norte region as a whole. 

However, the fact that well-positioned women have singular access to resources such as 

time, money, and power-laden connections appears to be a most important element in 

seeing their prudent yet diligent ways materialize into the structures and institutions that 

have provided much needed social services in Ciudad Juarez and. to a lesser degree, in 

El Paso. And these achievements, though silenced, are also ways that have shaped and 

changed the localized Engranajes. 
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Chapter 5 
Muy Mexicanas, Pero... 

Introduction 

Throughout Chapters 3 and 4,1 argued that the discourse coined in the phrase our 

customs, "las costumbres de nosotros," as observed in the Ciudad Juarez-El Paso area 

throughout the course of my fieldwork experience, is in fact a discourse that specifically 

references locations of class and gender. I also argued that the social structures that bind 

the imagined locations are tied to particular historical moments as these are being lived in 

the region. I additionally argued that these regional historical moments echo wider 

frames of people relations and that the lives of the women observed carry vestiges of 

such relations. 

The relations between people and systems of governance, as lived in the 

El Paso-Ciudad Juarez area, partially include the colonial backdrops discussed by Stoler 

in response to Foucault with regards to his apparently unfinished arguments of a 19th 

century European Bourgeois. They also include the colonial relations forged earlier 

between people in Spain and those in New Spain, that is, Mexico. 

The relations between Spain and its colonies, however, changed over the course of the 

300-year domination and they were linked to Spain's own changing position within a 

European political and economic community. They were further linked to the Catholic 

Church's own loss of power and range of realm during that period as well. Nonetheless, 

in the Ciudad Juarez-El Paso area, another set of changing colonial relations surfaced 
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through the discourse of the women researched: the penetration and eventual occupation 

of Mexico's northern lands by people of the United States (see, for example, Vazquez 

and Meyer [1982] 1995; Eisenhower [ 1989] 1992). 

Today, the scar of that 19th century endeavor is merely a political borderline between 

Mexico and the United States—although the historical unequal economic and political 

relationship between these two countries continues to exist. For many of those living by 

this scar,' the immediate, yet foreign, liaison to "lo Americano," that of the United States, 

is indeed a "backdrop" to everyday activities. In fact, in the specific case of the discourse 

of the women researched, the relationship to "lo Americano" seemed to surround their 

every day. 

In this chapter, I continue analyzing the narrative of Luchi and Ana, two young 

women who consider themselves as being from Juarez. However, while their narrative in 

Chapter 4 focused on those aspects of their discourse dealing with lending a helping 

hand, in this chapter I incorporate their narrative to look at how these two women live 

issues of nation-ness, of citizenship and residence on one side or the other of the Ciudad 

Juarez-El Paso divide. I listen to the reasons expounded as to how and why they so often 

cross the limits of nations. Yet, before indulging in the narrative of Luchi and Ana, I 

' Anzaldiia refers to the U.S.-Me.xico border as an open wound, "una herida abierta" (1987:3). While I also 
take the position that the "scab" oftentimes bleeds. U.S. ways of life have been widely adopted and adapted 
by people in Ciudad Juarez in their every day lives. Conversely, customs and ways usually ascribed to 
Mexico arc widely lived in EI Paso. And these exchanged ways of life occur whether or not the individuals 
involved cross the border between the two nations. For these reasons, many of us who live in these border 
zones know that we live with the pain-la monserga, el dolor, la friega, la pena-of living by the border. 
Yet, the pain is a dull one, an echo, until we face immigration and customs "inspections" on both sides, 
inspections that include the racisms remaining from the U.S.-Mexico colonial experience. For an 
elaboration on "border inspections." see Lugo 2000. 
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approach the subjects of nation and nationalism as processes of nation making (Chatterjee 

[1986] 1995), including, as Maria Isabel will show us, nation making outside of nation. 

Nation Making Outside of Nation 

In the early spring of 1998, Maria Isabel moved into her new one-bedroom unit at The 

Palisades, an assisted-living retirement home in central El Paso, Texas. Only a few years 

before, she had sold her house, also in central El Paso, and had moved away from this 

border area to live with one of her sons and his family. Yet, while attending the fiineral 

of her oldest sister in El Paso, Mariquita" decided to move back to her hometown. She 

was by then 90 years old and wanted to live close to her sisters and brothers again. 

As I helped her move and unpack boxes that morning, she opened the curtains in her 

living room and, full of pride, pointed to the large Mexican flag that was clearly visible 

from her apartment windows. "There, isn't that beautiful?" She said. "I can now wake 

up every morning close to that beautiful flag." Because of previous conversations we had 

had regarding one's sense of belonging to a country or another, I asked her if it was still 

meaningful for her to look at a Mexican flag. She replied, "...but of course, 'honey,' 

that's why I asked for this particular room! I may not be as Mexicana as my sister Nina, 

" Maria Isabel Avvocato Clarke requested that, for purposes of my research, her name be disclosed. 
Because of an e.xisting friendship at the time of our re-encounter. I already referred to Maria Isabel as Doiia 
Mariquita, as Mariquita. This endearment name was also used by many of Maria's other acquaintances, 
friends and relatives during her later years, although, for everyday purposes in the United States. Mariquita 
simply called herself Maria Clarke. Maria Isabel, however, asked that, in my work, I use both the 
"beautiful name that her parents gave her, Maria Isabel" as well as the name "Mariquita" when referring to 
her. Mariquita and her sister Nina are further discussed in Chapter 7. 
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but I am very much a Mexicana. You know that I have never even changed my 

citizenship..." (MLAC 1998, my translation).^ 

Mariquita was making reference to the fact that while she had spent most of her life in 

the United States--and that because of her personal and professional experiences and 

perhaps because of her corporal habitus—most people regarded her as "being from the 

United States." In fact, her demeanor made her pass so much as "probably belonging" to 

the United States that when we visited Juarez, the Immigration and Customs officers 

didn't even asked her about "such nonsenses" (MIAC 1997). Moreover, crossing the 

Juarez-El Paso border stations with Mariquita became a game between us because her 

eyes smiled amply every time she "tricked" officials into "not even asking..." 

Mariquita even boasted of only showing an i.d. at the border inspection stations 

"cuando me da la gana," which translates into something like whenever I dam well 

please. And yet, tucked away in her purse, Mariquita always carried a "green card" with 

a very young picture of her. And this "passport," issued by the United States, identified 

her as being a mere "resident alien" of this country. 

Tucked also away in other folds were Mariquita's love and sense of attachment for the 

country where she had actually been bom, Mexico. And tucked away as well was her 

attachment to elements of the "foreign" culture that normed many particularities of her 

everyday life—Catholic religion, Spanish language, Mexican laws and customs, a 

^ Mariquita and I usually spoke to each other in Spanish, e.xcept for the occasional sprinkling of words in 
English or Italian (see Chapter 7). One of the words she liked to sprinkle in English was the endearment 
term "honey." In this chapter I have taken the liberty of translating into English portions of the 
conversations wc shared and I have identified these portions with quotation marks. 
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localized form of Mexican nationalism, and the incessant references to the color of her 

hair, eyes and skin she had heard throughout her life. These references included those of 

her brothers and sisters who, over the years, had referred to her as "La India," the 

Indian (-looking) one.^ 

But additionally tucked away were Mariquita's early school and work experiences in 

the United States: these experiences made her, till her last days, refer to those she 

considered "ugly" Americans as "los tuberculosos."^ What's more, while Mariquita 

considered herself "very" Mexicana, she made it a point to mark the difference between 

herself and her sister Nina who was very, very Mexicana, "muuuv Mexicana." 

Nina had moved back to Mexico after she married in 1919 and frequently raised the 

question as to why would Mexicanas and Mexicanos choose to remain in the United 

States? And the Mexicanas and Mexicanos that Nina talked about included her sisters 

and brothers as well as her deceased parents. And she also referred to herself not only as 

being "muy Mexicana" but also as being a "fronteriza" (AAQ 1996-2002). 

Nonetheless, the remnant feelings of all these life experiences seemed to inhabit 

Mariquita's present, including her sense of attachment to her old country, to Mexico. 

^ Hues and tone of color as perceived throughout most of Mexico~and certainly in Northern Mexico—are 
signs of the intricate weaves between gender, race, age. sexuality and power lived over the last 400 or so 
years in Latin America. In fact, the color of one's skin, hair and/or eyes, is often used as a symbol, as hints 
of locatedness within structural relations between people. For an exceptionally interesting analysis of this 
symbolic and material relationship of color in Latin America see Lancaster 1992. 
' The dry weather of El Paso as well as its moderate winters evidently made this area, during the later part 
of the 19"' century and the early part of the 20"" century, an attractive place for people with lung or 
repiratory problems to relocate from other parts of the U.S. In the El Paso area, I've heard the term "los 
tuberculosos," the T-B.-affectcd, used by a number of older people when referring to racist "Americanos," 
that is, to racist White Americans. "Americanos," to this day, is still a term widely used in this area to 
denote only White Americans. 
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And that chilly spring morning, watching this dear woman and her enchantment with a 

Mexican flag that seemed to wave just outside her apartment windows in the United 

States, made me think of the myriad of arguments of belonging and national loyalties I 

had heard in these border lands throughout my life. It made me think of the countless 

reasons we express on why we have one citizenship or another while we weave our lives 

in and out of the political divide between the United States and Mexico. And it made me 

think of the ways Mexicanos and Mexicanas on each side of the divide talk about 

belonging (or not) to Mexico, to Northern Mexico, to the "Frontera," and to the United 

States. 

Mariquita, the able negotiator who had always seemed to me pragmatically 

comfortable while bargaining—whether in an EI Paso mortgage company or a Juarez law 

office, at the Juarez market or at the Bingo tables at the Palisades~"of course" kept her 

Mexican citizenship for the "practical" reason that she still owned acreage in Juarez. Of 

course, too, however, she often said she "was really from El Paso." Furthermore, 

Mariquita just as often argued that she "had served and honored the United States well 

through her work and that of her family" (MIAC 1997). 

So, why the special joy, why the pride over a flag, "her" flag? The scene sent me back 

to my field notes of June 1997, where I had attempted to capture as much of all that was 

entailed in the inauguration ceremony of the monumental Mexican flag now visible from 

Mariquita's apartment. 
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Field notes on the production and reproduction of Mexico - June 1997 

The macro asta-bandera, a rather large flag of Mexico measuring 50 by 40 meters, or 

about half of a football field, was first raised today, June 24, in Ciudad Ju^ez. It requires 

ten people to unfold and carry and it is intended to fly every day at 300 feet above the 

ground... perhaps in spite of the Juarez winds.'' 

The base of this flag sits on the easterly side of the Chamizal Park, in the area adjacent 

to the Social Sciences buildings of the Autonomous University, a mere half a mile from 

the U.S.-Mexico border and the Cordova Island border crossing point in east-central 

Ciudad Juarez-El Paso. The flag itself can be seen for many miles throughout both cities. 

These particularly large flags are a recent development in Mexico. They are known as 

the "macro asta-banderas," the macro staff-flags. And while the one in Ciudad Juarez is 

the fifth such flag in the country, evidently more will be added to other border cities 

during the next few weeks. 

The Juarez media commentators touted the new staff-flag as a gift Ciudad Juarez 

residents have given to themselves—although the centralized national government is 

entirely funding the project as well as managing its subsequent maintenance. In fact, 

* The Ciudad Juarez-El Paso area sits in the middle of the Chihuahua Desert and at the crossroads of 
portions of the Sierra Madre mountain range. These physical features, when coupled with the urban 
development of a sensitive ecological system, have resulted in annual Sahara-type windstorms that assault 
the area throughout the year, most ostensibly during the spring months. The sandstorms, however, have 
also promoted the image of a power to resist, to subsist in an area, an image of labored invincibility often 
coined in the expression "lo que el viento a Juarez." The e.\pression, used throughout Mexico, translates 
into something like "whatever damage the winds do to Juarez"~purportedly, nothing. For vivid 
descriptions of the spring sandstorms, see, for example, Islas 1984 and Mora 1997. For an elaboration on 
sustaining life in Juarez see Aguilar and Tabuenca 1999. 
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maintenance of the Ciudad Juarez macro staff-flag will be in the hands of the military and 

civilian personnel assigned to the local garrison. La Guamicion de Plaza. 

The initiation ceremony was broadcasted through the local Juarez television and radio 

stations. While watching the ceremony on Channel 44,1 noted the following highlights: 

a high-ranking military official visiting from Mexico City welcomed the people from 

Juarez, El Paso and Las Cruces who evidently had gathered at the Chamizal to see this 

"simbolo de la patria," the symbol of the fatherland^ erected. He indicated that 

the gigantic flag was not only a monument to the men and women who are proud of 

being Mexicanos.'' but that it is a symbol of the country's right to sovereignty as well as a 

symbol of the integrity of Mexico's territory, "del terreno Mexicano." 

He continued by characterizing the flag as a symbol of the loyalty Mexican people 

have for their history and laws... reminding those "Mexicanos" present of their obligation 

to defend their independence as well as their "national identity." He then added that it 

was also the obligation of the people of Mexico to remember the "compatriots who live 

over there, on the other side," because, as "Mexicanos," they must also remember the 

' Even though the word "patria" in Spanish carries the article of "la" which suggests a feminine-gendered 
noun, the noun itself, patria. stems from the Latin "pater," father, and all that "pater" represents in a society 
whose legal system is based on Roman Law. Translating the noun "patria" into English, then, presents a 
particularly unusual problem because while monuments and images of "La Patria" in Me.vico often show 
the figure of a woman-dressed for the most part in Roman-type tunics-the country itself remains 
predominantly represented by its historical male figures, the fathers of the country. For an elaboration on 
the concept of the fatherland being symbolized by women while represented by men, see, for e.xample, 
Delaney (1995:177-199) and Peterson (1994:77-83). 
* Speakers that morning referred to Me.xican nationals in the masculine plural of "Me.xicanos." the 
customary plural form in Spanish meant to include women, Me.xicanas. In my field notes I often 
underlined this naturalized e.xclusion as a way of questioning the alleged grammatical and ideological 
inclusion. 
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obligation to defend the human rights of all Mexican nationals, regardless of where these 

may live. 

In closing, he spoke of the macro asta-bandera as an inspiration, one in whose colors 

people should find strength; and he called for those present to pledge allegiance to the 

Mexican flag that morning as a symbol that "they are, have been, and will remain, 

custodians of the national emblem." As custodians, they are to defend the flag and "its 

symbols with their honor and lives," he added. 

The local guard was made up of women from the UACJ, the Autonomous University 

of Ciudad Juarez, dressed in military attire. Their leader received the folded flag from the 

President of the University who, in turn, had received it a few days before from the 

President of the Republic. The vertical representation of power, which referenced 

attendance by President Zedillo, was described by the broadcaster as the presence of 

central governance, one that was additionally symbolized through the attendance and 

participation of the naval officers from the national military college, the Heroico Colegio 

Militar.' 

9 
The name of this college is always expressed in Mexico incorporating the qualifier "hcroic," a reminder 

that it was the young cadets from this college who acted as the last defendants against U.S. occupation 
during the siege of the City of Mexico in 1847. One of these cadets, Agustin Melgar, is said to have 
wrapped himself up with the flag and to have hurled himself down from the towers of Mexico City's 
Castillo de Chapultepec before allowing the Mexican flag to fall in the hands of the invading enemy. In 
Mexico, the death of the young cadets from the military college became a symbol of the uneven 
relationship between an incipient country such as Mexico and that of the already powerful one, the United 
States. In time, it also becamc a symbol of love and sacrifice for country. The young cadets are referred to, 
in Mexico, as "Los Nirios Heroes." The Heroic Children. 
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During the guard ceremony, the broadcaster elaborated on the importance of the 

ceremony by saying that the staff-flag "identifies us, it unites us, and it protracts our 

nationality." Moreover, he added that the flag also represented the characters and 

chapters of history that are found in Mexico's schools, monuments, as well as in street 

and town names, "the names of those people who gave us our fatherland." However, he 

then pointed out something that particularly caught my eye—that the flag, "especially in 

Juarez," makes "Mexicanos brothers and sisters while at the same time protects them." 

He did not elaborate on this emphasized notion of "protection" for the "special" 

Mexicanos and Mexicanas of Ciudad Juarez, although, I imagine, he was talking in a 

veiled way—one more time-about the physical closeness of Juarez and Juarenses to the 

aggressors from the North, that is, to the historically-feared invasions from the U.S., 

whether these are military or ideological. This physical closeness to the feared invasion, 

has historically marked the northern border Mexicanas and Mexicanos as being different 

people from those found in other parts of the Mexico. 

The broadcaster then talked about how Ciudad Juarez is a city that represents Mexico 

twice: once, because it is in Ciudad Juarez that the fatherland begins, and twice, because 

it is there that "the pride of being a Mexicano has always begun." In doing so, the 

broadcaster called to one's mind the country's shape and also the imagined length and 

depth of a national, dutiful, participation. He did this by evoking the image of a "patria" 

unified through its land and its people. At the same time, he referenced, in a compressed 
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time format, the historical roles this particular edge of Mexico, Ciudad Juarez, has played 

in that country's warring struggles."^ 

Yet more importantly, in this subtle description of nation, which is more a description 

of an ongoing process, of nation making, both the military official from Mexico City as 

well as the broadcaster from Channel 44 added a feeling of human warmth. They did this 

by incorporating into their nationalistic discourse images of the country's people as well 

as the places and roles of these people within an envisioned unified, national, family of 

brothers and sisters. They additionally stirred up one's sense of duty but also of pride of 

belonging, of attachment, that which Benedict Anderson referred to as nation-ness [1983] 

1991. Finally, through the broadcaster's closing statement, nationalistic thoughts and 

feelings were consolidated with wider lenses of unified culture and power when he 

indicated, "Mexico is one because each one of us is Mexico." 

This evening, I wonder if the fact that a number of key state and municipal elections in 

communities throughout Mexico will take place this summer of 1997 may have had 

something to do with the surge of these colossal displays of the "nation's colors." After 

all, they also happen to be the colors of Mexico's ruling-albeit-crumbling party. For 

Oncc the Villa Paso del Norte achieved the population and economic status of a "city." it was renamed 
through the efforts of its municipal leaders as Ciudad Juarez. The name chosen in 1888 honored the late 
President of the Republic Benito Juarez bccause in 1865, and again in 1866, during Mexico's French 
occupation. President Juarez and a number of his cabinet members sought refuge in that city and continued 
to manage the country's Republican government from that decentered location. Subsequently, in 1911, 
Francisco Madero. as leader of the incipient revolution, established his quarters on the northwest outskirts 
of Ciudad Juarez in order to seize the city. A prior proclamation, the Plan de San Luis, had established the 
military and political guidelines for carrying out the revolt and for deposing President Porfirio Diaz. This 
Plan called for Madero to become provisional President of the Republic. Oncc the city of Juarez was 
seized, Madero declared it the provisional capital of the country and proceeded to, once again, govern the 
country from that location. 
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undoubtedly, this summer a number of the electoral outcomes will continue to loosen the 

ruling party's grip in the governance of the country... including the governance of Mexico 

City itself, managed through the Regency of the Federal District." 

Nation Making—A Process and a Feeling 

"El hablar mal de Me.xico cs como hablar mal dc la madrc dc uno." 
Antonina Avvocato de Quirarte, October 1996 

In analyzing the elements inscribed in the flag ceremony that took place in Ciudad 

Juarez on that June morning of 1997, the political discourse of Mexico as a "nation" can 

be discerned. It is a totalizing discourse of social order, of collectivity, organization and 

power. It incorporates the veiled coercive and cohesive power of the State, including the 

overt display of the country's military prowess that is suggestive of strength and 

readiness in defending attempted foreign occupations—as well as silencing interior 

mayhem. It is a discourse that squarely places a specific moral leadership in the hands of 

the Mexican people. 

It is also a discourse of present, past and future belonging, one with a number of 

referents to the nation's history but also to the participation of Mexicanas and Mexicanos 

in the elaboration of such history. It is a discourse of sentiment and also of action. Yet, 

'' Because of Mexico's systems of governance and lived ideologies of nation, many in Me.xico consider 
Me.xico City not only a historical center of action and decision-making but the center from which the 
remainder of Me.xico emanates or, at the very least, is sustained. Politically the city falls within the 
jurisdiction of the Federal District. In 1997, the regency of the Federal District, a bastion of political power 
held by Me.xico's transforming State party, the PRJ, was lost to the left-of-center Partido de la Revolucion 
Democratica, the PRD. After the summer 2000 elections, the PRD remains in control of the coveted 
management of Me.xico City. 
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following Chatterjee ([1986] 1995), the question remains, what does this discourse of 

sentiment and action presuppose? 

Nationalist discourse often brings to mind an ideal, homogenous community to which 

an individual obviously, naturally, belongs. This imagined kinship has been termed, 

primarily through the efforts of Western scholars, the nation.'" It presupposes a 

commonsensical logic of belonging that includes the following notions; there is 

coherence in the imagined community; the community nation can be recognized through 

its components because the components are common knowledge; an individual wants and 

is allowed to belong to this community; and an individual continues the embrace of 

nation-ness, that is, continuously follows through on the sentiment and action of 

belonging to the nation. 

The elements that give coherence to the notions of nation and nation-ness often 

represent an assemblage of objects, symbols, practices and meanings derived from 

specific historical moments in the life of the country as well as in the lives of individual 

participants. The coherence elements may include images of ideas such as there are other 

people who are like me and we share this space, this land. But they often also include 

symbols of a common culture, such as shared languages, histories and everyday customs. 

Furthermore, "nation" and "the national" are often objectified through items such as 

flags, songs, allegiance prayers and other religious effects, as well as through the rituals 

'• In examining participation within a community that is perceived to be held in common with others I have 
followed the observations on nationalism of Chatterjee [1986] 1995 and Anderson [1983] 1991 as well as 
the reflections on ideology and hegemony of Gramsci [1929-35] 1992. 
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and practices associated with these objects. These practices and rituals are primarily 

carried out through networks of State institutions such as family, schools, and churches, 

which promote the imagined community nation while, at the same time, reify the 

sentiment of belonging. Today, the sentiments of community and belonging are further 

fueled in several countries by the images promoted through the technologies of 

communication and consumers' markets.'^ 

Yet, in this subtle process of appeal, of recruitment, and action, a social formation is 

continuously occurring—for in the interpellation processindividuals redefine themselves 

as subjects, as members of a nation. Consequently, the call and action process 

additionally presupposes not only an individual's willingness of continued participation, 

but also the existence and unity of purpose of State vehicles that foster such participation. 

Additionally, the thought, feeling and transformation of individuals into a collectivity 

of nation, nationalism, have been used historically as a powerful ally for the 

consolidation of State powers (see, for example, Kedourie 1960; Gellner [1983] 1991). 

As a tool of the State, nationalism is then usually identified as an ideology, that is as a 

whole system of collective habits and ideas that oftentimes serves the interests of 

particular groups. 

For a vivid e.xample. review the written and televised coverages in the United States regarding the events 
surrounding the bombing of the World Trade Center Towers and the Pentagon, especially the September 
and October 2001 discourse. Also, a review of the sale of red-white-and-blue objects in the United States 
post 9-11 is in order. 

"* In conceptualizing the momentaneous process of call and transformation I have followed Althusser's 
notion of hailing, interpellation [1970] 1987. 
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However, notions of nation and nation-ness lived today often reflect ideologies of a 

number of historical circumstances which suggests that an ideology of nationalism, as 

lived in the present, may in fact be a composite of previous ideologies and systems of 

rule. This aggregate characteristic of nationalism further suggests that the making and 

transformation of nation entails not only a slow process of change, but that the process is 

assuredly disjointed and unending (see, for example, Corrigan and Sayer, 1985; Newman 

1987; Balibar 1991; Joseph and Nugent 1994). 

In the particular ceremony witnessed on the occasion of initiating the monumental flag 

in Ciudad Juarez, for example, both speakers alluded to a number of historical moments 

and systems of rule including Mexico's present. The defense of a "national identity," 

widely promoted by pre-Independence descendants of Spaniards already bom in this 

continent,'^ was initially invoked. Yet, this pre-Independence period was being 

referenced, hand in hand, with the Reforma and the post-Revolution periods, in the form 

of obliged loyalties to history but also to the laws crafted by the intellectual leaders of 

each of these epochs. 

" The question of entitlement to positions of power was widely debated during the 17"* and 1S"* century by 
the post-conquest Spaniards in Latin America as well as by the hispanicized descendants of the conquering 
Spaniards. Once united by a colonizing vision and by ways of life that included the Catholic faith, a 
differentiation of Peninsular and Continental Spaniards surfaced in writings by the late 1700's. This 
differentiation coincides with the change and dccline of Spain's own position of power within the European 
sphere as well as the change and decline of the realm of the Catholic Church in Europe. Howev er, the 
question over the rule of post-conquest lands and people dominated by a Spanish Crown was documented 
as early as the 16"' century through the writings, in Peru, of Inca Garcilaso de la Vega, and in Me.xico, of 
Friar Juan de Torquemada. Their writings were re-published during the early 18"" century (Brading [1973] 
2000) 
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The organization and leadership struggles of post-Independence Mexico as well as the 

Reforma'^ period were particularly referenced through the call for a "sense of duty" in 

continuing to defend the country's "independence" as well as the "flag and its symbols" 

with the "honor and lives" of Mexicanas and Mexicanos. And the State's unstable 

present, as well as the apparent strength of States during the modem nation-state 

formation periods,'^ were also addressed while invoking specific ideologies of family, 

education, representation of history, as well as the ordering and naming of the country's 

space as cities, towns, streets, and buildings. 

Yet, as these periods of histories were being referenced, a second layer of ideologies 

and historical moments were also being referenced-those relating to the specter of 

bordering with the United States. And this specter is not only related to the fact that the 

United States, in its colonizing westward missions of the 19"* century, redefined that 

which is now the southwestern United States and the northern boundaries of Mexico 

(Eisenhower [1989] 1992; Vazquez and Meyer [1982] 1995). The specter is also not 

merely tied to the fact that U.S. military groups occupied a number of locations 

throughout Mexico during the same century (Martinez 1991). The specter doesn't even 

have entirely to do with the fact that Mexico's 20'*' century Revolution was fought at 

"• The Refomia in Mexico is c.xplained in Note 17. Chapter 3. 
' While Mexico's modem nation-state formation can be located with the implementation of the Refomia 
ideals during the Porfirio Diaz 30-year regime of about 1879-1910. the post-Revolution projects and 
programs from about 1917-1941 established the basis for another period of growth that re-defined the 
nation and the State through the enduring reign of the Partido Revolucionario [nstitucional. PRI. .After the 
upheavals of 1968 and throughout the 1970's. 80's and 90's. a new form of nation-state appears to be 
emerging. 
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different levels depending on where and what type of support the United States 

government was lending to opposing revolutionary leaders (Katz 1981). 

The specter also has to do with the present fact that Mexico borders with the United 

States, with this country's power and its world political and economic dominance. It has 

to do with the technological and military strength of the United States and also with the 

number of trans-national factories from the U.S. located by now throughout Mexico, yet 

in existence in that country for over 30 years. The specter has to do with the portion of 

Mexico's national debt owed to the United States that continuously plays a defining role 

in Mexico's allegiances and participation on matters of global scale. And it additionally 

has to do with the minute everyday changes in the people's customs, thought, and 

language that can be observed occurring throughout Mexico. 

In Mexico, reactions and veiled manifestations to this specter occur in a number of 

ways. One June morning in Ciudad Juarez, within the frame of a formal flag ceremony, a 

gigantic Mexican flag was purposely located not simply close to the boundary separating 

both countries but in a specific site where it almost brushes against those waiting in line 

to cross into the United States. 

The flag is not only visible through many parts of Ciudad Juarez but it can also be 

clearly seen by many others walking, driving, or simply living on the bordering U.S. city 

of El Paso. And only a year before, a monument erected during the early 1970's to the 

1847 cadets of the national military college, Los Ninos Heroes, had been relocated from 
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its place a few yards from the flag site to a new location along Juarez* border highway. 

There, the stone cadets today face north, that is, they face the United States. 

During a seemingly innocuous hour-and-a-half flag ceremony in Ciudad Juarez, 

- the nation's sovereignty and integrity, 
- the role of Mexico's militia including the past and present members of the heroic 

national military college, 
- the defense of the national territory and the defense of the national identity. 
- the protection of flag and nation regardless of human cost. 
- as well as the physical beginning of the fatherland and the beginning of an 

arousing pride of being part of the imagined fatherland, 

were all proclaimed. And these slices of nationalistic reverence were not being uttered, 

nor received, with references to Mexico's other bordering country. Guatemala. 

Furthermore, the importance of the people from Northern Mexico's border city of 

Juarez as subjects of the family nation, but also as potential or possible subjects of 

another nation-state, the United States, was articulated. And additionally articulated, was 

the obligation of all Mexicanos and Mexicanas to remember and "defend" the ones on the 

other side, "en el otro lado," that is, the Mexicanas and Mexicanos making a life in the 

United States and at times envisioned as still being a part of the national family of 

Mexico. Finally, although this incorporation of Mexicanas and Mexicanos in the United 

States-and perhaps even of Mexican Americans--into Mexico's nationalistic discourse is 

recent, it does point to the unending character of nation and nation making. 

Within the specifics of my fieldwork experience, the idea that processes of nation 

making can and do occur inside and outside of nation became a vehicle for understanding 

those who, like Mariquita, live and proclaim love and subjection to both countries, to 
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Mexico and to the United States. It also became a tool for analyzing the particular ways 

in which nation is felt and lived within different contexts and individual circumstances. 

However, the process of nation making is not merely constructed through sentiment or 

lived ideologies. It can and often is defmed by laws. That is, there is an aspect of nation 

and nation-ness that is defmed and openly sanctioned by States in the form of citizenship. 

And this definition and sanction is also present through the definitions of legal 

boundaries of countries—as well as the specifications for crossing such boundaries. In 

other words, the rights and obligations of citizenry are usually also entwined with specific 

territorial limits of a State. This suggests not only that nation belonging may have a 

boundary; it also suggests that States speak for nation. 

Nonetheless, the long-range process of nation making, whether identified as single or 

composite ideological form or as a tool of State power, involves both people and State; 

and it is not only a participatory process but, as such, it is also ongoing and unfinished. 

In light of these arguments, the question remains, how do t^v'0 processes of nation making 

co-exist when its participants are lined up one against the other-historically and 

materially speaking—at the border between two nations? And how do everyday people 

navigate, or not, these often conflicting co-joined processes of making nation? 

In the Field - Luchi 

As mentioned in Chapter 4, at the time of our conversations Luchi described herself as 

a person molded on both sides of the United States-Mexico political divide, as a 

"fronteriza." While the term itself can only be understood within historical and localized 
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frames, Luchi was in part referring to a privileged way of life followed by some people in 

this border area-one whereby an individual can straddle both sides of the divide as if 

belonging to both places, both cultures. And yet, these individuals claim no particular 

allegiance to the United States and insist they are "really" from Mexico. 

As an activist engaged in the procurement and implementation of programs intended 

to mitigate some of the needs of Juarez working class women, Luchi every day benefited 

not only from her fluent knowledge and use of both English and Spanish, but from her 

knowledge of economic sources that can be tapped both in the United States and in 

Mexico for philanthropic purposes. Her projects also benefited from her ability to 

navigate each side of the political border as if she belonged to both. 

(Elea) E. Entonces. Luchi. ^tii nacistc aqui o en El Paso?'* 

(Luchi) L. En El Paso 

E. Pero de seguro estas registrada aqui. si no no podrias estar haciendo ninguna de estas locuras... 

L. Si.. 

E. Y ^estudiaste primaria aqui o en El Paso? 

L. No. desde kinder en El Paso..en Loreito'"' 

E. de alia te graduaste? 

L. Me gradue de Loretto...y luego me fui a UTEP"" 

For an explanation on the format used in presenting these portions of conversations see Note 13. 
Chapter 2. 

Loreno Academy is e.xplained in Note 30. Chapter 3. 
The University ofTe.xas El Paso. UTEP, is a state university located in El Paso. Texas. .As an institution 

of higher education, it began in 1915 as the Te.xas School of Mines for the primary purpose of educating 
those involved in the U.S. mining industries in Mexico. Today, with a student population averaging 
between 16 and 17.000 every long term, the university offers a wide range of undergraduate and graduate 
degrees, including several doctoral degrees. 
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E. Uh. hu—.^Y que estudiaste en UTEP? 

L. Comunicaciones...porque no requerian mucha matematica...yo. este. desde tercer ano me 
diagnosticaron con dyslexia, mi desgracia...pero entonces me tenian en Loretto en programas 
especiales. con otros ninos que tenian dyslexia..quc tenian problemas de aprendizaje y demas.. 

E. .\h.. 

L. No. si siempre...las monjas en Loretto, siempre que me \eian escribiro lo que sea. porque 
obviamente tengo una ortografia de la pataaada y todo lo que te puedas imaginar...y yo les decia. 
aqui...Que es que. where did you go to primary school?'.'?? Y yo decia. heeeecre! No me 
critiquen porque soy de aqui...eh? Soy producto de ustedes....desde kinder.. 

E. Si 

L. Y yo pienso que la linica manera...por lo que segui es porque Loretto daba. daba la 
infraestructura para que yo y otros como yo siguieramos. pasando de afio...Ahora. pues. quiero 
estudiar sicologia..es que. yo veo a mucha gente, me entrevisto con mucha gente. pero sin ningiin. 
sin nada que yo sienta que ofrecerle. entonces pienso. nooo. necesito estudiar sicologia para 
decirmc a mi misma que estoy haciendo aaalgo. ^no? Y es mas. tambien siento que tengo que ser 
mas.. .mas practica y. y poder trabajar en El Paso, y si. ganar dolares un dia. ^verdad? 

E. Que era como estabas cuando trabajabas en el Community College... 

L. Si...y eso se me hace importantisimo. importantisimo no quedarme fuera de esa posibilidad.... 
.Vli mama,. 

E. ^Tu mama fue a la Maria Martinez?"' 

L. No, mi mama fue a Loreno..pero hizo, hizo..aqui si fue a la escuela, porque llegaban de Loretto 
y hacian la primaria. llegaba la directora. la profesora de no se que escuela. e hicieron 
paralelamente la escuela. se la echaron en Ingles y se la echaron en Espafiol.. 

E. .Ah. si. a mi me toco entrevistar a otras seiioras que.. 

L. Con las Lara Leos. es mas. con las Lara Leos..entonces. yo pienso que fue otra educacion. la 
educacion de mi abuelo de por si. digo mi abuelo era doctor, tenia otra educacion. ^no? Con mi 
abuelo siempre era. si no vas a decir algo inteligente. te sentabas en la mesa y tenias que hablar. y 
se esperaba que hablaras inteligentemente 

E. Si. inteligentemente Asi crecimos nosotros.. 

L. Si. de eso que nada mas con la miraada entiende uno..y aprende uno a hablar inteligentemente, 
digo. sobre mucho temas. ^no? 

For an elaboration on Maria Martinez School, see Note 24. Chapter 3. 
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Luchi was bom in the United States, in El Paso, but was additionally registered in 

Ciudad Juarez as having been bom in Mexico, a common practice of the upper middle 

classes of Ciudad Juarez. This duality of registration immediately sets the stage for 

possibly navigating both sides of the political divide. 

Unlike the Intemet, television, and magazine articles and photos depicting 

underprivileged Me.xicanas crossing the U.S.-Mexico border illegally in order to have 

their babies delivered in the United States for purposes of securing citizenship in the 

U.S.—and unlike the disadvantaged people from the U.S. shown through the same media 

sources as crossing into Mexico in order to secure inexpensive medical attention and 

medicines—the well-positioned and affluent classes in Ciudad Juarez have been securing 

private medical services and facilities in El Paso since at least the late 1910's (RJPG 

1996, CW 1996)." 

In more recent years, this procurement of U.S. medical technologies has taken many 

of them to places such as Houston and the Mayo Clinics in Rochester and Phoenix. They 

do so in order to secure for themselves and their families top-quality medical ser\ ices and 

facilities, in spite of the costs involved. This practice is not exclusive to the well-located 

and the affluent classes of Ciudad Juarez, it is a practice generalized among the well-to-

do throughout Northern Mexico. 

" As one woman from Parral, Chihuahua explained it to me. while anticipating the deliveries of her 
children through Cesarian sections, her mother and herself simply take a vacation for a week or tw o in El 
Paso prior to the delivery date. During those days, they stay in a fine class hotel in El Paso and proceed to 
spend their "vacation" shopping for the baby's needs and taking care of last minute medical check-ups. 
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And what is a particularly a common practice of the professional upper middle and 

affluent classes of Ciudad Juarez is to have their babies delivered in El Paso and to 

register them as citizens of both countries-especially the male children."'' This long-

established practice does present a number of legal problems especially if running for 

office in Mexico or when intending not to serve in the United States military forces-not 

withstanding the fact that one of the birth certificates usually contains false data. 

Nevertheless, having documents belonging to two countries does offer added 

educational, employment, and property ownership opportunities especially when these 

two countries are adjacent to one another and an individual practically lives on both sides 

of the political border. It also offers ease in securing travel documentation in either 

country or when traveling abroad."^ 

Luchi's parents followed the local custom of double birth registry, so. on paper. Luchi 

is a citizen of both countries. During our recorded conversation, however, she chose not 

to elaborate on that point. On the other hand. Luchi did elaborate on some of the other 

elements held in common by the often-dual citizens of the well-located upper middle 

classes of Ciudad Juarez: speaking "good" Spanish, receiving particular types of 

schooling, and socializing with specific groups. 

Although military serv ice in the United States is no longer compulsory and women and men can both be 
active members of the military forces in this country, during my fieldwork I often came across statements 
suggesting that the practice by the well-located and affluent parents of Ciudad Juarez of registering their 
children as citizens of Me.xico remains rooted in the gender differentiated question of who kills and gets 
killed in wars. 

A woman in Ciudad Juarez e.xplained to me that she travels with a Me.vican passport when traveling in 
Me.xico as well as when she traveled to Cuba and the then. U.S.S.R. However, while traveling in other 
portions of Latin America, in Europe, and within the United States, she travels with a United States 
passport. 
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Beginning with kindergarten, Luchi attended schools in El Paso, partially because her 

mother had attended the same private elementary and high school, Loretto School for 

Girls as well as the same university, the University of Texas El Paso. But Luchi attended 

schools in the United States for "practical" reasons as well. The private school provided 

the tools to deal with her schooling needs and she was also able to enroll in a university 

program "locally." Attending UTEP kept her close to the assistance her mother rendered 

to her throughout those years of formal schooling. 

Luchi. however, was additionally educated, through her family life, to survive 

intellectually and to take her place within the "intelligent" groups even to the point of. as 

a child and a young woman, simply answering back the elitist comments of older, 

authority figures such as the Loretto nuns. And while answering back to an older person, 

an older authority and ecclesiastical figure in the context of these culture groups would be 

considered a major offense, Luchi responded to criticisms of her apparent academic 

deficiencies as a trained member of the intelligence community. As Luchi put it, "it was 

another type of education in itself. .with my grandfather.. ..you had to speak and you 

were expected to do so intelligently." 

This intelligent educational process included, for her mother and for many others of 

the Ciudad Juarez "clase media acomodada," formal training in both English and 

Spanish. Luchi, however, was only educated in U.S. schools. That is, she was not 

subjected to the parallel elementary school education that I encountered so many times 

during my fieldwork. Nevertheless, Luchi was expected to learn, early in her life, both 
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languages "well" and to make a life on both sides of the political divide. She also 

evidently internalized the need to develop friendships in Ciudad Juarez. 

Luchi's experiences on both sides of the border throughout her life have convinced her 

that she is very White American, "muy Gringa" in the ways she thinks and acts and, 

although she shares many elements in common with other well-positioned women who 

straddle both sides of this U.S.-Mexico border, Luchi does in part differ from other 

Juarez Engranaje women I encountered during my research. These differences lie in the 

facts that: 1) she acknowledged being very Gringa as well as speaking English better than 

Spanish; 2) she did all of her formal schooling in the United States; and 3) she developed 

friendships with White Americans and Mexican Americans in El Paso. Luchi was also 

different from other women involved in my research because she not only worked, but 

lived as a single young woman in El Paso and away from her family home. And yet, in 

spite of this her "practical approach to life," Luchi's "American-ness" is not enough to 

drive her to live across the border, in the United States: 

E. Oye Luchi, platicame. que, que e.xperiencias haz tenido tii digamos cuando cruzas el puente. 
eh, obviamente haz tenido vida en los dos lados de la frontera y, y continuas teniendo a una vision 
futurista..las posibilidades de trabajar alia y eso..este. ^tii te llevarias a tus hijos a vivir a El Paso? 

L. Yo si.. 

E. haz vivido en El Paso? 

L. Yo hee vivido en El Paso...Mira, a mi El Paso se me hace una ciudad como de viejitos..^si? 

E. Si-

L. Es una ciudad medio aburrida, medio cste, medio ['otro—pero. pero, a mi si me gusta El Paso. 
digo con toda su vision de retiremente city y demas.. 

E. Uhhu.. 
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L. A mi no me asusta ni se me hace que es el...pero a mi me gustaria que los niiios crecieran aqui.. 

E. Uh. hu..por que'.' 

L. Porquee.—porque se me hace que la gente es mas abierta...porque siento que los ninos 
mexicanos son mas dcspienos (snaps fingers)..como a mi me dices un chiste de doble sentido y yo 
no entiendo...yo soy muy gringa'^ en mi pensar, digo. yo. yo entiendo todos los chistes en Ingles y 
hablo mejor Ingles que Espafiol...entonces a mi me gustaria que fueran. que fueran nifios 
mexicanos. con esa. con esa chispa. y que sean educados, y..todo ese tipo de cosas, no? Eso es lo 
que me me. como lo que uno se puede imaginar. ^no? Ahora con lo de los secuestros y todo eso. 
pues si hemes pensado imos a El Paso, ^no? 

E. Si, que es otro...otra vida.. 

L. Pero. aparte, quisiera que crecieran aqui. aunque...Mira. en Loretto pasaba una cosa muy 
curiosa..las muchachas mexicanas que se siguieron juntando con las mexicanas no hablaban 
Ingles..y ahorita te las encuentras y no hablan Ingles..porque siguieron hablando Espaiiol. y 
usaban el Ingles nomas para la escueela..yo no quisiera eso para mis hijos..por otro lado. yo entre 
desde primaria..mis amigas. bueno. fueron las de aqui tambien por el grupo y toda esa cosa con la 
gente de aqui. pero. pero mis amigas..mis amigas cran amcricanas americanas y unas cuantas 
Mexico americanas con un. con un Espanol muy pobre..entonces a mi me llcvaban a pifiatas y a 
fiestas y a todo. alia.. 

E. A El Paso.. 

L. A El Paso.-cuando quise hacer grupo en high school, que me di cuenta que necesitaba un grupo 
aca.. 

E. Uhhu.. 

L. Porque mi hermana todas sus amigas, la 16."'' era todavia cuando estaba la 16. este..me meti. al 
Juvenil Deportiivo..." Me meti al Juvenil Deportivo y me di cuenta que cran las miiismas 
muchachas de Loretto.. 

E. Ah ha.. 

L. Digo. fue lo ironico. meterme al Juvenil Deportivo y eran las mismas gentes del grupo y la 
misma gente de toda la vida... 

Gringa (or its male form. Gringo) is a term that can vary in its derogatory connotation depending on the 
conte.xt and tone in which it is e.xpressed. It identifies a person from the United States, but more 
specifically, a White American. 

"La 16" refers to 16 of September Avenue, one of the main arteries in Ciudad Juarez, .^t one time, it was 
customary for young women and men of the Juarez well-to-do to cruise "la 16" especially on Sunday after 
attending church. 
" Following a long history of women in Ciudad Juarez organizing for the purpose of socializing solely with 
other women, the Club Juvenil Deportivo for single women was founded in the mid 1930's while the Club 
Juvenil Deportivo for married women was organized around 1945 (IAS 2002). 
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E. Si.. 

The notion that El Paso and other southwestern U.S. cities are dull retirement villages 

is prevalent among the well-located upper middle classes of Ciudad Juarez. Yet. given 

the violence and anxious lifestyles that the drug industries in Mexico have unraveled in 

cities such as Ciudad Juarez, many of these well-to-do families"** have opted to move to 

El Paso~at least temporarily.''^ 

While doing my fieldwork, I realized that some of the women involved in my research 

had family members and other acquaintances who had been threatened or kidnapped and 

were very much aware of this type of pending threat. In her narrative. Luchi mentioned 

that, given the presence of kidnappings in their surroundings, she and her husband have 

considered moving to El Paso, although, as she put it, if she were kidnapped, her family 

has been instructed-by her~to simply say "bye bye" and prepare her "wake." for she had 

no intentions of having "a cent" paid for her release. Nevertheless. El Paso has become a 

residence option for Juarez families wanting to protect their family members against such 

crimes. 

As previously discussed, being part of El Engranaje or the well-positioned middle class does not 
automatically mean that the individual is economically affluent. And while the kidnappings that have been 
occurring during the last 10 or so years do usually involve the e.xchange of ransom monies, the amounts 
requested vary widely. Nevertheless, perceptions of affluence or power can be relative, and. especially 
since "la crisis," that is. the economic but also political upheavals of the late 198C's, a number of well-off 
families throughout Mexico have had to pay ransom monies for family members who were kidnapped. It is 
important to mention, though, that kidnappings and the requested exchanges of monies are not necessarily 
related to a family's involvement with the shady drug industries, as it is often stereotyped. 

One w oman e.xplained this change of residence in terms of being "una exiliada." that is an exile rather 
than an immigrant. As she e.xplained it. she is a citizen of the United States but feels like she is an exile 
from her country, Mexico. 
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Nonetheless, attending schools in El Paso did make Luchi cross from Mexico to the 

United States and back at least once a day for over 17 years. And this crossing back and 

forth, to this day, is very much a part of her life. As a child, her parents made 

arrangements with other parents who also had children attending Loretto and were 

involved in taking turns going back and forth to El Paso. However, unlike other Loretto 

girls from Ciudad Juarez, that is, those that Luchi suggested remained in an isolated click, 

she was socialized into having friends and acquaintances of various backgrounds and on 

both sides of this U.S.-Mexico political divide. 

In her narrative, Luchi not only mentioned that as a child she had acquaintances from 

Juarez, especially the girls she carpooled with, "las del grupo," but that her "friends, 

friends" were "americanas, americanas." That is, Luchi remembered her real friends as 

being White Americans. And Luchi also remembered having some Mexican American 

friends, although she was still describing these friends as speaking a very "deficient" 

Spanish. 

By the time Luchi started high school, however, she felt the need to engage some of 

the teenage activities her older sister was engaged in. She evidently joined the Club 

Juvenil Deportivo in Ciudad Juarez, only to figure out that the club's participants were 

the "same" girls from Loretto (and Juarez), "the same people you encounter throughout 

your life." 

For Luchi, like most of the women involved in my research, Mexican-ness has nothing 

to do with citizenships or boundaries of nations. Luchi argued that if her children grow 
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up in Ciudad Juarez as "Mexican children" this will mean that her children will have 

specific manners, that is, they will be civil while at the same time they will be more alert, 

"mas despiertos," they will be more open to possibilities, "mas abiertos." and they will be 

more vivacious, "con chispa." What Luchi only suggested was the fact that, if they 

remain in Ciudad Juarez, the children will most likely grow up continuing to participate 

in that city's Engranaje. 

This location of class was reiterated in several moments during our conversation on 

that spring afternoon of 1997, including our moments of tension and disagreement. 

Luchi, like other Juarez women and men I encountered during my fieldwork experience, 

kept referring to herself that afternoon not merely as a Mexicana, or even as a Mexicana 

who thinks like a White American. Luchi referred to herself as a "fronteriza." that is. a 

Mexicana yet different from Mexicanas and Mexicanos in other parts of Mexico or the 

United States. "Me siento fronteriza," she said, I feel like a border person. That is, Luchi 

felt like, and thought of herself as, a Mexicana from the border area, from "La Frontera." 

But as I found out, the bordemess refers only to the one side of this northern edge of 

Mexico and not to the adjoining U.S. side of the political border. 

E. Me comentabas ahorita, Luchi. que tii te sientes americana..pero mas que nada te sientes 
fronteriza? 

L. Si yo, te digo. yo. te estaba diciendo que yo no tengo problemas en el puente. que cuando me 
llegan a decir aalgo o a cucstionar aalgo. de quien es el carro o lo que sea. yo me siento americana. 
y como digo. como di clases de amnistia y de ciudadania. no. pos' se las lcyes...mejor que ellos.. 

E. Uhhu.. 

L. Entonccs. te digo, no tengo ningiin problema. pero mas bien me siento fronteriza. te digo. mi 
marido es mexicano mexicano. mi papa tambien. yo he vivido toda la vida aqui excepto unos 
cuantos aiios en El Paso.. 
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E. Uhhu.. 

L. Entonces yo mc siento fronteriza. 

E. Y a los ninos los acabas de hacer ciudadanos americanos.. 

L. Y a los ninos. cran mexicanos y ahora son americanos 

E. Bueno cn realidad se supone que van a tener la ciudadania doble hasta los 18 anos.. 

L. Y ademas. como las leyes estan cambiando...te digo, a mi se hace todo esto interesante, digo la 
idea dc...ya sabes, el nacionalismo. y soy mexicano, y se enredan en la bandera, te digo. yo nunca. 
nuuunca... 

E. Pero es que tii no estuviste en las escuelas aqui... 

L. N'o. no... Y quiza eso tenga algo que ver..porque te digo. lo que yo se de historia mexicana fue 
por mi abuelo. por mi abuelito Villalba..que nos ensefio el himno. que nos enscno los Niiios 
Heroes y nos decia las historias. y nos hablaba mucho de la Revolucion. porque su papa fue 
miisico en la Revolucion.. 

E. Si.. 

L. Entonces. total. Si, defmitivamente para mi. mira, a mi mc interesa lo que esta pasando en el 
Congreso de Estados Unidos, me interesa quien gana, me interesa toodo. 

E. ^Ves las noticias americanas? 

L. Yo veo las noticias americanas. 

E. Y el periodico ^de aqui? 

L. Y el periodico de aqui. Asi es Pero si. defmitivamente tiene que ver con la escuela. digo yo 
veo mucha gente si teniendo una cantidad de conflictos de esos de ideologia..te digo, yo soy 
fronteriza. ..aunque si, en la universidad me declaraba chicana, y me declaraba chicana, digo, 
obviamente con una postura politica.. 

E. Uh hu..es que, aparte..cs que fijate que el, el termino de fronterizo se me imagina que 
esta...mm...muy ubicado en Ciudad Juarez..y que es precisamente un termino de diferenciacion de 
no ser mexicano de alia. Entonces, este, cuando yo oigo algo "fronterizo" inmediatamente pienso 
que que es un proyecto que esta haciendo e.xclu.. 

L. Que se usa en Mexico para decir no soy chicanito de alla..e.xactamente. Es elitista punto. 

In the Field - Ana 

During our recorded session in the spring of 1997, Ana did not specifically refer to 

herself as a "fronteriza" nor did she "really" consider herself "from the United States." 
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She also did not see herself as a "Gringa" and, in fact, referred to herself as one who is 

"more Mexicana than beans." Yet Ana, like Luchi, Mariquita and a number of other 

women engaged through this research project, has made a life on both sides of the U.S.

Mexico political divide. Furthermore, like most of the Juarez women researched. Ana 

repeatedly claimed to be a "Mexicana," or at least one specific sort of Mexicana. 

At the time of our conversation Ana did not work outside of her family and household 

activities, although she and her husband were very much involved in the church activities 

described in Chapter 4. While conversing with Ana I could see the ways she carried out 

that church work which she described as her mission in life. But in analyzing our 

recorded conversation I also noticed that while Ana did not necessarily come across as a 

business person, as the though negotiators Mariquita and Luchi appeared to be. Ana's 

family endeavors ̂  her business. And it was while she described the simple everyday 

management of this business of hers, that she also gently sketched out a number of issues 

regarding the experience of living in the juncture of t^vo nation-states. 

Throughout her discourse. Ana again raised the issue of what side of the political 

divide should the offspring of these upper middle class border women grow up in. At 

stake are the spoken issues of the children speaking "good" Spanish, receiving particular 

types of schooling, and socializing with specific groups. Also at stake, however, is the 

silent desire to perpetuate a social order and have the children eventually participate in 

the center classness of El Engranaje. And whether spoken or not, the issues appear to be 

more essential than the national allegiance or documentation one may live by. 
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Nonetheless, the themes of nation and nation belonging remain very much at the forefront 

of these women's narratives: 

(Elca) E. Dime, cuando se vinieron para aca ^se encatninaron tremendamente las niiias porque 
precisamentc...porque ya venian a la escuela aqui, o sea. tii no tuviste ese problema de que al 
traertelas al contrario ellas querian seguir en El Paso? 

(Ana) A. Uh! No fascinadas ellas aqui. tenian mas contacto con las amigas, hasta para llamadas 
por telefono. alia. pues. no hables tanto... 

E. Por las largas distancia..^" 

A. Si... no. no batalle para nada 

E. ^Ana. tii naciste aqui o naciste en El Paso? 

A. Yo naci en El Paso 

E. sacaste...te registraron aqui tambien? 

A. Me registraron aqui.. 

E. ^De chiquita o despues? 

A. De chiquita, pero dejame decirte una cosa, a mi me registraron aqui. yo nunca, yo no he podido 
hasta ahora que cambio la ley^' yo no he podido navegar. como dicen. con las dos nacionalidades 
porque a mi mis papas me registraron aqui, en el acta de nacimiento me.xicana mia dice que naci 
en El Paso. 

E. ^Yeso? 

A. Yo no se, se les chispoteo a mis papas y no se que paso.. Yo nuunca me di cuenta. yo tooda la 
vida, ah, pues tengo acta de nacimiento me.vicana, soy me.xicana, ^verdad? Resulta que lei, que... 
quisimos comprar una casita recien nos venimos de Obregon a aqui, pues mi marido, que para 

Ciudad Juarez and El Paso can be physically considered one urban mass but telephone calls from one 
side to the other of the political divide arc billed as "international long-distance" calls. That is, in most 
telephone plans in both the United States and in Mexico, it is often less expensive to call other states and 
other countries than it is to call across the river to the adjoining city. Recently, though, through the use of 
cellular phone technologies, some residents of this border region have found ways of circumventing these 
categories and related expenditures. 

A law passed in 1997 and implemented in 1998 in Mexico allows individuals bom out of the country but 
of Mexican parents to obtain a secondary type of citizenship. This citizenship is called a "nacionalidad," 
nationality. But unlike the regular "ciudadania," a condition of "nationality" allows individuals to work, 
live, and own properties in Mexico as well as to obtain Mexican passports, but it docs not allow them to 
vote or to be elected to office in that country. Additionally, nationality does not require individuals to 
renounce their country, their citizenship of birth. 
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poncrla a tu nombre, que quien sabe que. pues en eslo que lee el acta de nacimiento y dice, pucs 
no usted no puede tener propiedades aqui porque no es ciudadana mcxicana..pucs si aqui esta mi 
acta de nacimiento mcxicana..y ahi dice que nacio en El Paso. Texas... 

E. Que curioso.. 

A. Pues si. pero nuunca sabes. fijate como se voltean las cosas. acaba de cambiar la ley y ahora 
porque tengo esa acta de nacimiento que dice que naci en El Paso legalmente tengo las dos 
nacionalidades. porque soy hija de padres mexicanos.. 

E. Si, si..que rico, ya no tiencs que hacer mas papeleo 

A. No. fijate.. 

As I explained in Chapter 4, Ana, her husband and five children moved back to 

Ciudad Juarez in late 1996. Between residences, some of Ana's children attended private 

Catholic schools in Ciudad Juarez while others attended an elite private Episcopalian 

school in El Paso. For these reasons, she drove from one city to the other several times a 

day in order to accommodate this school arrangement for her children. Yet, Ana was 

used to continuously traversing the international bridges for she herself had attended 

schools and had always made a life on both sides of the political divide. 

That morning in 1997, she described the differences between her experiences and 

those of her children in detail, explaining that while she attended elementary and part of 

her secondary school in Juarez, she finished high school and went to college in El Paso. 

The children, on the other hand, first attended school in El Paso, that is, in the United 

States. The intent was for the children to leam "to handle" the English language well. 

But after third and fourth grade. Ana said she sent her children to schools in Mexico in 

order for them to "leam Mexican history" and to leam to speak and write Spanish "well." 

Because of age differences and the number of children involved. Ana went back and forth 
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across the immigration and customs border checkpoints sometimes two or three times a 

day for several years. 

Ana's U.S.-bom children had been registered as Mexican citizens since birth and, by 

1997, their Mexican school documents showed them as having been bom in Mexico. 

Ana's own birth had also been registered in both countries and she always thought she 

held both citizenships until she faced the possibility of owning property in Mexico. It 

was then that she realized that her parents had done something unusual or. as she put it 

"se les chispoteo." However, Ana's parents had not erred, they simply had not lied while 

documenting her birth: they registered her in Mexico as having been bom in the United 

States of parents who were citizens of Mexico. 

At the time of Ana's first real estate acquisition, however, her parents' birth 

certification did not necessarily make her a citizen of Mexico^'; and, at that time, as a 

citizen of a "foreign" country, she could not own property in Mexico. Furthermore, 

while Ana in her narrative said she considered herself "more Mexican than beans" 

throughout her adult life she has traveled in that country as a tourist—as a tourist from 

Mexico's own State of Chihuahua. 

E. ^Bueno. y. Ana.., y cuando cruzas al Paso, cruzas come ciudadana americana? 
A. Si. si pues yo no tengo nada de idcntificacion aparte de la amcricana. nada, nada y cuando voy 
para Me.xico—o sea, Turista Chihuahua, (laughter) 

E. Y cuando. cuando han andado aqui levantando datos, para, para obtencr la taijcta electoral, ^tii 
no haz dado tus datos? Porque hay muucha gente que si los da.. 

The Me.xican Constitution grants children bom of parents with Me.xican citizenships the right to Mexican 
citizenship through ancestral right. Yet. while the right is automatic, if the child is bom out of the country a 
formal request for Me.xican citizenship needs to be submitted to the federal authorities and the citizenship 
of birth is required to be rescinded. A declaratory document such as the birth certificate obtained by Ana 
Maria's parents is not considered a petition for citizenship through ancestral rights. 
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A. Si...Pcro, no..yo no. 

E. iOyc, y si te vas de turista..digo. viajas en Mexico como turista? 

A. Si. porquc, precisamcnte por eso. porque en cualquier caso no tcngo yo forma de comprobar 
que soy mexicana. ni siquiera el acta de nacimientc. aunque ahora no sc. con esta nueva Icy... 

E. tus hijos todos nacieron en El Paso? 

A. Mis hijos todos nacieron en El Paso 

E. los registraste aqui? 

A. Pero ellos si estan registrados aqui como que nacieron aqui. y que bueno porque en ellos si no 
va a ser el caso que fueran hijos de padres mexicanos. bueno. si. pero. pero pues... entonces no 
podrian tener la ciudadania...Sin embargo, cuando. siempre que van conmigo que salimos este... 
van como turistas. me poncn en el papelito, van cinco con ella. O sea. ni nombres ni nada... 

E. ^Y sigucs yendo bastante seguido a El Paso? 

A. Pues mas o menos. pues por ejemplo con esto de talleres pues de perdida una vez a la semana 
pues vamos a dar el taller...pero tambien ^sabes que? Depende de las lineas cuando no hay 
lineas...aparte de que ya te mentalizas, ya sabes. o sea voy y vengo.... 

E. Si. pues si..tc mentalizas.. 

A. Andale, ya, ya le das un benetlcio, dices tii, bueno, pues es lo tengo que hacer ^verdad? 
Entonces sacarlc no, por ejemplo. yo me llcvaba lo cassettes que necesito para preparar mi sesion. 
Icia. me llevaba el periodico, o sea, hasta a veces me gustaba porque cosas que no puedes cstar cn 
la casa haciendo, ya sabes, la linca....digo, tienes que estar media hora ahi, pues relajate. aprovecha 
o sea...(both laugh) 

After moving to Ciudad Juarez, the number of times a day, a week, a year, that Ana 

crossed the international bridge for over 20 years in order to make a life on both sides of 

the political divide, diminished. Yet, her family's school, work, church, shopping, and 

health activities remained distributed on both sides of the political divide. 

Nevertheless, whether crossing several times a day or merel) crossing once a week, 

whether living prolonged periods of time in Obregon, Sonora, or in Ciudad Juarez, 

Chihuahua, that is, in Mexico as a United States "tourist," Ana insisted that immigration 

or customs officials on both sides of the border never questioned her or impeded her 
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crossings. She attributed this to the fact that she "knows" that she is a Mexicana and her 

paper citizenship is merely a formality between countries. 

Ana did note that when traveling by automobile in Mexico customs officials usually 

request from her~and everybody else-the customary "eighty thousand" documents. 

But with the comfortably assured habitus that I found in others of the Juarez well-

positioned classes, Ana said she already knew "how to deal with all of that" and she 

merely provided the officers with one of such documents. And, she evidently gets 

away with it. This narration of Ana's reminded me of Luchi's boast that she had never 

been stopped by U.S. immigration or customs officials but even if she were, she could 

not be harassed for she knows the immigration and customs laws better than the bridge 

officials do. 

Yet, during our conversation. Ana did emphasize that going back and forth across the 

international bridges, as well as eventually changing residence from one country to 

another were bordertown "sacrifices," although sacrifices that are well worth the effort. 

In Ana's arguments it was through these sacrifices that she and her husband were able to 

"provide" the children with the "positive surroundings" they thought were needed for 

their proper development. Furthermore, while this "positive," "spiritual," "Christian," 

"moral" enclosure was eventually described by Ana as simply an "ambiente," the 

ambience, she emphasized, was the real reason why they moved to Ciudad Juarez. 

Evidently, the proper "ambiente," or selection of friends, acquaintances, and activities 

became an important enough reason to relocate, to move away from the United States as 
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the children grew older. As Ana elaborated that morning, the move eliminated conflicts 

of granting-or not—permissions for specific social or even school-related activities. And, 

she added, the proper social ambiance was particularly relevant to the development of the 

two oldest, the girls. 

Ana's arguments of surrounding one's children with a specific social ambience and 

limiting who they will share their lives with suggests that Ana's careful engineering of 

activities and friendships for her children may also include the crafted selection of those 

they are to date and eventually marry--"especially the girls." As she mentioned later that 

morning, she did not want her children going out with "gente que no viene al caso." This 

expression translates along the lines of people who just would not fit into an equation. 

And yet, moving from one country to another, from one system of education to 

another, from one "ambiente" to another, was described by Ana not as a comple.x 

equation-development project, but rather as a laughable exercise, as an effortless 

transition for the children as well as for themselves. After all, she argued, their friends 

and extended family members already lived in Juarez and even their telephone bills 

decreased. 

Like other members of the Juarez well-located classes who move to El Paso, Ana, her 

husband and their children had retained their social ties and activities in Ciudad Juarez. 

Yet, throughout that morning, she insisted that she and her husband were not that much 

into "socializing" because there's little time left to socialize while raising five children. 

In fact, she added that she and her husband don't even particularly like to attend social 
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gatherings of any type. However, not only was the company the children keep an 

important issue in Ana's discourse but her husband is a real estate developer on both 

sides of the political divide, a line of work that thrives on social relations. 

Given these circumstances, I brought into our conversation the issue of friendships in 

order to further explore Ana's notion of "social ambience." In so doing I was able to then 

listen to a narrative that is usually vei'ed though prevalent in this border area, a discourse 

that explains some ways in which Mexican-ness is lived in Ciudad Juarez and El Paso. 

And it is this discourse that really tells us what it is that Ana and other women of the 

well-positioned classes do not want their children to be: 

E. Ah....Y. oyc Ana. ^tienes..tiencn amistadcs americanas. aincricanos..guccros, digamos en 
El Paso, tiencn amistades en El Paso? Mc imagino que tu marido tiene relaciones de trabajo.. 

A. Bueno. pues exactamente por relaciones de trabajo si. si conoccmos bastantita gente. digo no 
muucha verdad pero sii. pero mas bicn de trabajo. pero asi dc que se frecuentarse uno. pues 
simplementc con cl que esta aqui es americano verdad. cso si, el socio cs amcricano casi todos. 
ahora les toca a ceellos venir para aca {laughs)..muy buenas gentcs. muy buenas gentcs. y asi y 
todo..pero asi como que amistaades...somos bicn...bueno, no mcxicanos como que envueltos en la 
bandera y cso. pero...como que no...no vienen al caso.. 

E. familias mexicanas tiencn amistades alia en El Paso? 

A. ^Mcxicanos del Paso? Sabcs que. te digo, no somos muy socialitos...los que conozco de aqui 
son por mis papas y por cscuelas y cso vcs y. en El Paso pues no. no hubo dc cso, familias 
mexicanas en El Paso mas bicn lo que conoccmos es pues por tallercs o por...por ejemplo la 
sccrctaria la conozco desdc hacc muchos aiios, pues cso si. pero cn cucstion social que tu 
digas....los mcxicanos que conoccmos alia son gente dc aqui o dc Chihuahua que se fue a vivir 
alia, si...Pero asi que tu digas de que gente de alia que ha vivido toda, digo que es de ahi..pues no. 
no... 

E. Si, yo mc he topado mucho con eso sobre todo precisamente entrevistando estas familias que, o 
son familias que han emigrado con sus papas o los abuclos eran de aqui y ahora estan en El Paso, 
entonces si se procuran pcro se procuran por los lazos de aca de Juarez o lazos familiarcs de aca dc 
Juarez.. 

A. Si. c.xactamente. por cjcmplo todas estas gentcs que conoccmos dc tallercs los que trabajamos 
verdad. pues si. ya los conoccmos y todo mas pcro es por tallcres no por la cucstion social. 

E. Uh hu...es como otra relacion dc ncgocios.. 
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A. Exactamentc, si. 

E. Oye, Ana y ^como ves tii al mcxicano del Paso? 

A. ^A1 mexicano del Paso, o al mexicano americano'.' Porquc el tnexicano de El Paso para mi es 
uno y el mexicano americano del Paso es otro. 

E. Ah. que interesante...es que, yo siemprc digo los mexicanos de aqui y los de alia pero...a ver, 
explicame tii.. 

A. Es que mira yo. el mexicano de El Paso yo me considcre mexicana del Paso, en El Paso, ^me 
entiendes ? Como que yo nunca. por ejemplo yo nunca, porquc pues yo me podria haber 
considerado pos' como pocho ̂ verdad? De. de. de...porquc de hccho naci alia como los pochos 
vcrdad, dc raices mexicanas y viviendo alia y sin embargo nunca me considere ni americana 
tampoco fijate. que chistoso... Simplemcnte..bueno ya al ultimo si me considere..al principio me 
consideraba de visita. haz de cuenta. de visita en un pais....pcro al. al Mexico americano. al pocho 
podriamos decir. hijo..pues me da mucha lastima.. 

E. iY ccso? 

A. Si porque. porque ni sc...yo creo que ellos ni se sicnten de alia ni sc sienten de aca. no. no 
pueden decir esta es mi tierra asi como yo siento Mexico, ya sabes. aunque sea ciudadana 
americana y aunque cstuviera vivicndo alia, yo sentia que esta era mi tierra. ^me entiendcs? Yo... 
Es que aparte yo creo que tambien es que en parte la caracterizacion del mcxicano americano 
que tcnemos en Mexico es en si de clase social 

E. ^Si? 

A. Si. el concepto de mexicano americano que tenemos nosotros aca es el del pocho..tu dices 
mexicana americana y te imaginas aquelias con las cosas grandotas aqui en los oidos y ha-bblan-
ddoe asi. oye fuistes y te quedo el dress, el vicrrmes...o sea eese es el concepto que tcnemos aqui 
de ser mcxicana americana...o sea, yo soy mexicana americana pos' porquc tengo las dos 
ciudadanias, o sea la mexicana y la amcricana. pero el conccepto que tcnemos de la palabra 
mexicana americana es cl pochismo, y, o sea, no es... 

E. Pucs no.. 

Conclusions 

"Juarez: Refugio de la Libcrtad, Custodia de la Repiiblica." 
Inscriptcd as part of the emblem ofCiudad Juarez, Chihuahua 

While traversing the field experience in El Paso and Ciudad Juarez issues of nation-

ness, of citizenship, residence and belonging seemed just as prevalent as the discussions 

of the ways people use in order to cross the limits of nations. These topics were 
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discussed not only in the exchanges of everyday activities but in newspapers and 

television stations on both sides of the political divide. In fact today, a day doesn't go by 

at El Paso del Norte when one letter or another to the Editor, one newspaper editorial or 

television newscast addresses at least one of these topics. 

Yet, during my fieldwork, listening and participating in discussions of nation-ness 

seemed natural at first since the experiences were occurring at one of the areas where the 

United States and Mexico meet. But there was also passion in the discourse, a passion of 

belonging or not to a country, to a history, to a color of skin, to a purported culture group. 

And as I began to analyze these ideologies of belonging or not, of nation-ness and nation 

making that include the location of States within these processes, I realized that a second 

layer of ideologies was also being discussed: the specter of living at the edge of both the 

United States and Mexico. For some, it was the specter of being too close to the Others. 

For others, it was the specter of being too close to that country. But who were these 

Others and what nation was being feared? 

Luchi and Ana, like several other Pasenas involved in this research project share the 

commonality of identifying themselves as Mexicanas and of insisting they speak Spanish 

"correctly." They also coincided in the seemingly natural way they live their lives on 

both sides of the political divide. And these characteristics were especially true for the 

research women who were living in Ciudad Juarez. 

Many of them were also resolute about their children studying in Mexico and, if 

possible, have them grow up, live, or at least socialize in Ciudad Juarez. Yet, with few 
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exceptions (MTRR 1995; JIP 1997), most of these women additionally insisted they were 

not zealous about Mexican nationalism. As both Luchi and Ana, on separate occasions, 

verbalized it they are very Mexicanas, they may even call themselves Fronterizas or 

Juarenses, but they don't wrap themselves up in the Mexican flag-referencing, one more 

time, the Heroic Children of Chapultepec and the 1847 U.S. occupation of Mexico City." 

Nonetheless, most of these women were bom in the United States and have retained 

their U.S. citizenships, in spite of the fact that most of the well-located women in Ciudad 

Juarez also have Mexican citizenry documents, including birth certificates and voting 

registration cards. In fact, the children of the Juarez women involved in the research also 

were, for the most part, citizens of the United States with Mexican citizenship or 

nationality papers. That is, the Mexican-ness these women claim has nothing to do with 

this legal aspect of nation. 

But another element the Juarez "Mexicanas" had in common is the way they 

naturalize the crossing of the international bridges to and from El Paso. To Luchi and 

Ana, for example, crossing back and forth to the United States is a natural, everyday 

exercise. The naturalization, however, has not occurred because crossing the 

immigration and customs checkpoints while going to and from El Paso is an efficient and 

speedy process for everybody involved. The naturalized daily exercise cannot even be 

See Note 9, this Chapter. 
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compared to the daily commutes so many individuals throughout the world make in order 

to get to and from their places of employment, schooling, and residence. The 

naturalization lies in the comfort of the vehicles driven, in the privilege of time, and in 

the assuredness of the outcomes. 

For women like Luchi and Ana, unlike for thousands of other people who cross these 

same bridges every day in order to secure a job or stretch their purchasing power, the 

wait at the international bridges lacks the anxiety of crossing on foot in bad weather, 

driving a vehicle that is about to give out, facing the consequences of being late for a job, 

or facing immigration officials knowing that your next meal may be affected by it. 

During their trips, people like Ana and Luchi do not have to worry whether or not the 

amount of money in their wallets will convince a border inspection official that they are 

going to EI Paso to shop, and they do not have to worry that when they go back to Juarez 

a Mexican official will question the contents of any and all bags in their cars. 

From the positions of privilege women like Luchi and Ana share, crossing the 

international bridges, regardless of the number of times they do so on a given day, has 

become something that Ana simply described as having internalized in her mind, "te 

mentalizas." In fact. Ana had even found ways of "making use" of the time spent waiting 

to cross the international divide as in preparing her religion workshops, reading the 

newspaper, or doing the things she doesn't get to do at home, including relaxing. And, 

what was more striking to me as I transcribed our recorded conversation was to note that 
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the also privileged anthropologist-conducting-fieldwork had agreed with Ana that the 

international border crossing is something you merely internalize. 

Luchi and Ana, like other Mexicanas of the Juarez Engranaje, casually flaunted the 

assuredness of their class positions by the ways they reported dealing with customs and 

immigration officials on both sides of the political divide. While Ana maintained that she 

provided the Mexican officials with only one of the "eighty thousand" documents 

requested, Luchi insisted that she had never been stopped by U.S. immigration or 

customs officials because, even if she were, she could not be harrased for she knows the 

immigration and customs laws better than most bridge officials do. After all, she 

explained, she has taught citizenship classes in the United States. 

And continuing to work and study in the United States is something Luchi hoped to do 

in the future. She has also thought of perhaps even moving with her husband and 

children to El Paso, and of one day~again--eaming her own living in the United States. 

This vision of future is the vision of many immigrants with limited resources who come 

to the United States from Mexico and from other countries as well. But in the case of 

people like Luchi, the vision is not linked to a position of need but rather to a position of 

privilege. For, as some of the other women researched in fact did (MTRR 1995; CVV 

1996; RMGB 1997; AMMM 1997), these women of the well-positioned classes could, on 

a moment's notice, choose to change their country of residence and their life. 

As an example, let us look at the particular case of Luchi and her family. All four 

members of Luchi's immediate family have not only citizenship papers from the United 
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States, but they have also been educated and are fluent in both languages. In addition. 

Luchi and her husband have the necessary scholarly degrees, social connections, and 

economic conditions that would facilitate their move not only to El Paso, but to other 

cities in the United States as well. Furthermore, they carry with them the comfortable, 

assured habitus of the well-located classes. Would families such as these start a new life 

in the United States as the working class Mexican Americans described through these 

women's narratives? 

As Ana and I were wrapping up our conversation on that Spring morning of 1997 she 

mentioned that having moved back to Ciudad Juarez had provided her with a sense of 

relief because one of her innermost fears, "mi gran temorrr," was to live in the States, to 

develop her whole life over there, "en el otro lado." And she "dreaded" becoming a 

person from El Otro Lado, watching herself and her children "think twice or not even 

wanting to go to Juarez anymore, being intimidated by the Juarez traffic, forgetting how 

to deal with Juarez traffic officers...becoming Mexicanos pero no de adeveras..." And 

this woman, like other well-positioned women engaged in this research project, dreaded 

loosing the class position they and their families have carved out for themselves in the 

region. 

The veiled nationalism, the assertions of Mexican-ness by members of the well-

positioned families of Ciudad Juarez, then, may very well be a statement of non-

identification, that is, of not belonging to that group in El Paso, to the Mexicanas and 

Mexicanos in the United States. For as Luchi and Ana reminded us these Mexicanos and 
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Mexicanas "pero no de adeveras" are perceived by some as the colonized, homogeneous 

group of an inferior social, economic, and political status in the United States. 

Unlike Mariquita and others who participate in Mexico's nation making processes but 

outside of Mexico, the participation in the making of nation by members of the Juarez 

Engranaje draws the line of distinction between themselves and the (dreaded) Pochas and 

Pochos on the U.S. side. And yet, the question remains, are Mexican Americans really 

considered the colonized Other by people in Mexico in general or is this a discourse of 

privilege? And if we are to argue that it is a discourse of privilege, is it a discourse 

attributable solely to women? Is this discourse of non-identification, of distantiation, one 

that can be attributed especially to one directive social group, to the well-positioned 

classes bordering with the United States? 
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Chapter 6 
El Otro Lado 

Field notes: Waiting at the Cordova Island Bridge - April 1997 

As I am waiting to cross the bridge this afternoon, there are others waiting there, but 

they are waiting not to cross. That is, they will not be going to "El Otro Lado," that 

Other Side, the land beyond the Mexico-United States dividing line. 

There is a man in his 30"s who's wearing a Tommy Hilfiger t-shirt and sells 

magazines—Proceso. Vanidades, TV y Novelas—while next to him, a woman with shorts, 

Nike tennis, and a Dallas Cowboys cap that covers the top portion of her long, braided 

hair, sells somewhat large plaster Tweedy Birds... 

Before I begin the ascending the slope of the bridge I find myself drawing the picture 

of this husky man who is wearing a crimson red Harvard sweatshirt. He is also wearing 

Nike tennis shoes yet his baseball cap is covered by a big breadbasket fiill of "pan 

ranchero," rounded loaves of molasses-sweetened bread. Besides the bread, the man is 

selling soda cans and bottled water from a Styrofoam ice chest that seats over a 

supermarket cart. I momentarily wonder if Harvard claims him as alum... 

Also not crossing are the many others, most of them women. With children and 

without them, they carry small plastic "shopping" bags and hold Styrofoam cups which 

they shake while soliciting "caridad".. .and, there are the elderly, and the maimed. 
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As I reach the U.S. checkpoints, I notice that the concrete barriers have been re

shuffled—again—and a roving electronic eye has been added to the area where the stop 

stick is usually kept...The dogs are not out today-en caridad de Dios. 

The images I captured through my field notes may read like a literary depiction of the 

e.xperience of waiting in line to cross one of the border inspection sites between Me.xico 

and the United States—but it is not. People like the ones observed that April afternoon of 

1997 survive economically every day in the city of Juarez, one of Mexico's largest border 

towns, by making a living at the international bridges. Their life experiences, too, have 

vestiges of past economic and political relations with social consequences of present. 

Yet, unlike some Pasefias and Paseiios who cross these bridges with relative ease, most of 

these people may never cross into the United States. Or, at least it won't be easy for them 

to obtain legal documents to do so. 

Introduction - Crossing the Political Divide 

Over 8 million automobiles and more than 300,000 commercial trucks cross the 

Cordova Island International Bridge in a northerly direction every year (City of El Paso 

2000). This bridge, officially named in the United States, Bridge of the Americas, is only 

one of five official border-crossing points in the Ciudad Juarez-El Paso area. The other 

four bridges are Fabens-Waterfill, Ysleta-Zaragoza, Downtown-Paso del Norte, and 

Santa Teresa-San Jeronimo. Altogether, these inspection points at El Paso del Norte 

serve as local immigration and customs gates between Mexico and the United States. 

They provide a vehicle for the estimated 55 million people who "legally" cross each year 
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near El Paso, Texas.' And, whether attempting to cross with suitable documents or 

without them, people in the region have been crossing the lines between nations for over 

a hundred years primarily for economic and social reasons. 

Most of the women involved in this research project, however, argued that in many 

households in the Ciudad Juarez-El Paso area the political constraints and the economic 

and social possibilities of living where two nations meet are merely a part of the setting 

for how we reallv live here, "de como deveras vivimos aqui" (CVV 1996). For the 

border images we usually encounter through newspapers, television sets, magazines, web 

sites and books, seldom reflect the ever>'day life realities of people who live in these 

vicinities. 

In an area where the limits of two nations meet, there are people who do take 

advantage of the nearness of making a life in two countries and in fact cross the 

international divides~in documented or undocumented form. And they do so at official 

but also at makeshift border crossing points. Yet, there are also those who live in a 

border area and who never cross the political divide between nations. 

Additionally, there are those who use an international border crossing to cross 

permanently into another country, while others will use these sites to cross only for 

limited periods of time. And there are those who go back and forth across these national 

' The estimate is based only on the northbound traffic, that is. on the number of people going from Ciudad 
Juarez to El Paso and carrying the required documentation. Estimates on the total number of people legally 
crossing from El Paso to Ciudad Juarez are not a\ ailable because only pedestrians and the number of 
vehicles crossing arc counted at present. 
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divides on a daily basis for a number of reasons. Furthermore, there are those who would 

like to cross an international divide, but who are unable co do so. 

Whether discussing the capture-or not—of illegal drugs and weapons along the U.S.-

Mexico border, undocumented migration into the United States, or the possible funding 

for the construction or improvement of border crossing points, the border portraits 

created by the media in both countries invariably represent images of blocks of desperate 

people intent on crossing into the United States. Yet, everyday border people, engaged in 

activities that tie them to their individual economic and social reasons for crossing or not 

crossing in both directions, are seldom represented." 

Indeed, during the last few years, scenes of crossers and non-crossers at the 

international bridges or at other makeshift crossing points have been used to report on 

problems arising out of the implementation of the North American Free Trade 

Agreement, El Tratado de Libre Comercio.^ And today these border images and news 

stories are being used to promote—within both countries-the frenzy that a type of 

permanent mass migration into the United States is occurring and that it needs to be 

stopped. In fact, after September 11, these U.S.-Mexico border images have been even 

used in news stories that question the open-ness and vulnerability of U.S. borders. 

Nevertheless, by observing specificities of areas such as El Paso-Ciudad Juarez, it 

becomes clear that the border crossings most represented through the media do not 

" For interesting exceptions, see the work of local talent such as the writings of Ricardo Aguilar and Luis 
Arturo Ramos, the calendars of Hal Marcus or the journalistic articles of Diana Valdez Washington. 
^ The treaty is usually referred to as NAFTA or TLC, that is, through its acronyms. One woman in 
Chihuahua City, while bitterly explaining some of the problems inherit in the agreement, played with both 
sets of initials and referred to it as El Tratado de Ni-Tan-Libre Comercio. 
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necessarily correlate to one particular characteristic of some border areas: the daily 

crossing of the physical limits between nations but in the back and forth motion of people 

who traverse each day for innumerable reasons. 

For example, in the Ciudad Juarez-El Paso area, people cross both ways primarily for 

the purposes of shopping, working, and socializing with friends and family members. 

They have also historically availed themselves of specialized sen ices. including the 

conveniences of attending particular types of schools, seeking specific medical 

assistance, and participating in a number of banking and investment transactions. And 

during times of bigger national crises, such as the Mexican Revolution, people crossed 

from Juarez into El Paso to find refuge. Likewise, during the Depression Era, individuals 

crossed from El Paso to Juarez in order to find ways to compensate their economic 

deprivation (AAQ 1996; RJPG 1996; MIAC 1996; CVV 1996). 

From these perspectives, it is not unusual to find in a given home in El Paso, school 

and household supplies as well as medical goods that have been purchased and brought 

over from Juarez. In these households, Mexican banking documents and sometimes 

school documents may also be found, alongside plastic sacks fi-om S-Mart and 

Benavides."* However, the reverse also holds true, for many homes in Juarez are 

furnished with U.S. products and the family's schooling, banking, and entertainment are 

carried out on the United States side of this border area, in El Paso, Texas. 

•* S-Mart is a well-known 24-hour grocery chain in Ciudad Juarez; Benavides opens many of its pharmacies 
in Juarez also 24 hours. 
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But in geopolitical terms of how we "really" live here, one interesting feature 

surfaced: there are many U.S. citizens who live all of their lives in Ciudad Juarez without 

ever officially requesting legal residence in that country. And there are many citizens of 

Me.xico who have been icnown to reside all of their lives in El Paso without ever even 

intending to change their U.S. "resident alien" category into a citizenship one (see 

Mariquita, Chapter 5). 

•Accordingly, the insistence—by a number of women and men encountered during the 

fieldwork experiences—that, as Mexicanas and Mexicanos, we ought to live on a 

particular side of the political divide, that is. on the Mexican side, did not make sense in 

view of my obser\'ations. And, why did I keep hearing a similar insistence that our 

children ought to (at least) grow up on the Ciudad Juarez side of the Paso del Norte? And 

were these children simply to "grow up" in Juarez or were they also to pursue specific 

social relations? Furthermore, if the classification of "being" from Mexico was based on 

a purported relatedness, on a specific slant of "having the culture of Mexico," that is. on a 

culture based on acquired ways rather than on the legal aspects of nationhood which 

specifically address citizenry and residence, are there elements of culture that simply 

don't cross the international bridges? 

In this chapter I engage the conversations I had with some of the women who have 

made their lives on the nonhem side, the United States side of El Paso del Norte, 

although their families at one time considered themselves, and have been considered by 

others as being part of the regional, though Mexicanized, Engranaje. Unlike their Juarez 
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counterparts, these women did not necessarily hold citizenship papers from both 

countries or called themselves "fronterizas." But they were still brought up with the 

notion that they belonged to the well-located classes, and, as such, they were to speak 

"good" Spanish, receive particular types of schooling, and they were to behave in certain 

ways, including that of socializing with specific groups of people. 

Medio Burguesas 

In Chapters 3. 4 and 5,1 elaborated on the discourse coined around the expression our 

customs, "las costumbres de nosotros," arguing that the experiences lived during my 

fieldwork suggest that some of the "customs" in fact referenced a specific location of 

class. I also put forth the idea that as part of this privileged position, the customs of these 

women often include participation in pious activities as well as promotion of localized 

processes of nation making. I further argued that while elaborating on their specific 

positions, the women studied additionally referenced historical moments of regional 

importance. That is, based on the fieldwork experiences, I have taken the position that 

the discourse of the women observed at El Paso del Norte, presently reflects the vestiges 

of past political and economic relations of social consequences. 

I additionally have argued that these vestiges surfaced in our conversations through 

casual, quiet ways, and in the almost unassuming yet differentiating manner characteristic 

of the well-positioned classes obser\'ed. Yet, because 1 have argued that past relations re

appear in the present through a series of concurrently occurring dialogues with the 

structures and ideologies that sustain perceived positions, 1 had to rather forcefully 



229 

separate the discourse of Mexicanas "from" Ciudad Juarez from that of those making 

their lives in El Paso. For the questions remained, what happens to those locations of 

class, to the center classness argued, when the members of these regional class groups 

move from one side to the other of the U.S.-Mexico political divide? 

While interviewing Mexicanas on the Texas side of the El Paso-Ciudad Juarez border 

area, I came across women who were tied directly or indirectly^ to the regional Engranaje 

discussed in Chapter 3. The quietly differentiating ways as well as the unspoken virtue 

and piety sought were, to some extent, present. Also present were the discourses of 

nationhood and belonging. However, the most striking difference centered in what was 

often described to me as the "practical" ways—changed behaviors that, as lived in El 

Paso, were often tied to changes in social position if not to economic condition. 

Most of the Mexicanas and Mexicanos encountered through the research project in 

El Paso still mentioned "las costumbres de nosotros," our customs, in various ways, for 

as one of the husbands explained it, "ahi se quedan las costumbres." the customs (simply) 

remain (SS 1997). Yet, these customs now included "practicalities" such as working to 

earn wages, continuing with a formal education into their senior years, and formulating 

retirement plans. The practical ways also included placing more emphasis on 

comfortable lifestyles while finding simpler ways to maintain a household—including not 

"spending" time crossing the international bridges (AZO 1996; MIAC 1997; MSBG 

1997; GH 1997; MS 1997; RV 1997; MAW 1997). 

' .Although I came across some primarily economic ties (IS 1996; SG 1999). most of the ties I encountered 
were that of familiar or friendship bonds. 
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On the surface, the practical ways may echo the perspectives of people like Luchi and 

Ana (see Chapters 4 and 5) regardless of whether or not the El Paso Mexicanas saw 

themselves "belonging" to the Mexican side of the border, to Ciudad Juarez, as Luchi and 

Ana did. But as Ana feared, (see Chapter 5), living in El Paso eventually made these 

"practical" women not want to spend-to waste—time at the international bridges. 

In time, their participation in activities as well as the cultivation of the social relations 

that bind members of the well-located classes, evidently also became sparse. 

Additionally, the husbands, children and grandchildren of the women engaged in El Paso 

through this research did not necessarily partake in the socialization and socializing 

processes of the well-located Engranaje. Nonetheless, the knowledge and sentiment, the 

location of classness remained present in the discourse of the women themselves. 

And yet, when we cross the political divide between two countries we do change 

class. That is, whatever locations within social, political and economic systems we may 

live while making a life on one side of the divide, these will change every time we cross 

from one country to another. If the move from one country to another is of a more 

permanent nature, the economic appearances or conditions may also change. But it is the 

outlook of everyday life where temporary and permanent change is more palpable. 

These changes are particularly noticeable at border areas because it is in these places 

that the questions of belonging or not to a country, to a nation, to particular sets of 

structures are continuously confronted. At El Paso del Norte, the change is even more 

palpable because the ideologies that sustain the social, political and economic systems on 
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each side are not only tied to at least two different processes of colonization: the 

ideologies are lived in a contiguously inhabited environment. Furthermore, the two 

countries sharing this contiguous and inhabited space carry different weights within the 

global political scheme. 

In her analysis of "class" in the United States, bell hooks (2000) argued that most 

people in the United States do not even acknowledge the reality of class differences, 

much less the existence of class exploitation. Yet. while describing elements of what she 

termed "the untalked-about reality of class in America," hooks emphasized that "class" 

differentiation does exist in the United States and that the layers of differentiation are 

defined in terms of economic wealth, resting on the issue of having—or not—money and 

property (ibid;31). 

Through her descriptions of moving from one class group to another within this 

perceived social space, one can detect that the distancing factors in the hierarchical 

structure as explained by hooks always involved amounts and types of material 

accumulation. In this scheme of things, "middle class" could be understood in the simple 

terms often used by the U.S. media as the social attribute of not being rich or poor. 

However, as Ortner reminded us, "although a phrase like middle class is used in 

casual conversation (in the United States) all the time, class as a social phenomenon is 

almost never talked about" (Ortner 1995:259). That is, if the mere notion of social class 

is in itself a complex marker of lived difference, as social scientists it behooves us to look 

at the diverse ways this difference is lived and constructed. 
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On the surface, hooks' vision of social class partially coincides with the position taken 

by other social scientists in the United States who represent the social world and its 

hierarchies in terms of material accumulation. Yet, through her essays, hooks 

additionally incorporates discussion on the role of systems of education as well as the 

role of the "American work ethic" play in traversing the fields of force discussed. 

Moreover, hooks' analyses addressed possibilities for political organization as these 

relate to the class schemes as lived and to the possibilities for change. 

And change, as analyzed by hooks, does not merely entail the possibilities of 

individual mobility, for she acknowledged the fact that, in the United States, whole 

notions of class have changed during the last 30 years or so years. This overall change 

evidently is due in part to the specificities of late capitalism as lived, especially the 

"extreme" consumerism and materialism singled out by hooks. What is more, she added 

that changes in the structure (and categorization) of class in the United States are also 

presently tied to the opportunities minorities derived from the Civil Rights Movements. 

Nonetheless, as hooks argued, while being rich may no longer be entirely equated with 

being White in the U.S., the measuring stick for class as lived remains primarily tied to 

an economic condition. 

Members of "old money" families in the United States may not agree with hooks 

entirely on the issue that class mobility rests squarely on an economic condition. Yet her 

essay does point to two important elements: class systems as lived, including perceptions 



233 

of class categories and positions, are tied to a shared visualization of a social space. And 

this visualization can and does change over time. 

The issue of defining social class in purely economic arguments was evident in my 

encounters while conducting fieldwork in El Paso. Texas. It was also evident while 

conversing in Ciudad Ju^ez with affluent individuals, with some of those "rich" people 

verbally disdained by several of the research participants. 

The fact that newer fields of power are a reality in Ciudad Juarez in spite of the 

stronghold apparently still held by members of the well-positioned social classes through 

the historical relationships they have cultivated, already suggested to me that changes in 

social structures are continuous. Furthermore, by studying the writings of Mexican 

scholars who have elaborated on these topics over a hundred or so years, the minute 

changes in perceptions and systems of each epoch can be observed.^ 

Nonetheless, because class positions do relate to conditions and relations within 

historically formed economic, political and social systems and structures that have 

promoted the classification and categorization of individuals, a change from one set of 

systems to another implies the possibility of a change in location. 

When crossing the United States-Mexico border, one's change of class, especially in a 

permanent relocation, may or may not include changes in the "social class" sense more 

commonly studied in the social sciences, which includes an individual's participation in 

specific lines of work, accumulation of economic capital, or participation in politically 

'• See. for e.xample. the writings of Mora. Otero. Molina Enriquez, Whetten. and Palerm in de Mcndizabal et 
al. [1968] 1989. 
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organized efforts. But the change does include alterations in the classificatory schemes 

of economic, social and political systems from one country to another, as well as the 

behavioral e.vpectations these systems place on individuals. Also changed will be the 

support systems established while living on one set of structures or another. 

For example, as explained in Chapter 3, "clase media acomodada" as used in many 

parts of Latin America does not translate into what is generally understood in the United 

States as "middle class," that is, not wealthy and not indigent. To begin with, locations of 

classness in Latin America carry residuals of earlier historical epochs, of people relations 

as these occurred sometimes even prior to the Spanish conquest, colonial and 

colonization efforts. In Mexico the structures of class, as perceived and often lived, carry 

additional differentiations between those who lived in specific regions and those who 

lived in the central plains of Mexico where Mexico City remains, to this day, a dominant 

force. 

In the northern lands. El Norte, the differences may initially have rested on differences 

in the Spanish conquest and colonization processes from the central to the northern 

plains. But the physical closeness to the United States and its ideologies, as well as the 

occupation and re-colonization by the United States of a good deal of these Mexican 

northem plains, marked a difference in the ways the economic and political programs of 

the Reforma and the 1910 Revolution were implemented in the region. 

In the localized areas of El Paso del Norte, and more specifically, in urban centers 

such as Ciudad Juarez, the social, economic, and political aspects that make up the 
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structures of classness as lived today, especially carry the imprint of proximity to the U.S. 

And the imprint is both in terms of the overall and long-standing uneven political and 

economic relationship beuveen Mexico and the United States, as well as the positive and 

negative ideological and economic forces the physical proximity has bolstered. 

The change of classness surfaced in conversations on both sides of this border. It 

surfaced through simple everyday remarks of not knowing how to deal with a traffic 

violation confrontation, in Juarez for some, in El Paso for others; not knowing whether or 

not to greet everyone present as one walks into an office or business; or even feeling as 

though you are being treated as "Mexican" while visiting El Paso, or as a "Pocho" while 

in Ciudad Juarez. And it surfaced in narratives depicting efforts to retain the well-to-do 

lifestyles through long-gone institutions in El Paso such as El Casino Mexicano^ or 

Liberty Hall.** From a more particular perspective of this unusual change of location, 

Gloria"^ explained the change of classness as something that became personally apparent 

to her during her university years in the late 1960's and early 1970's in El Paso. 

A woman in her late forties and a high-ranking school district administrator at the time 

of our conversations, Gloria Hoyos was bom in El Paso. In El Paso, she grew up 

attending local public schools and socializing with "Anglo White friends" (GH 1997). 

However, Gloria and her family regularly visited family and friends in Ciudad Juarez, 

^ Locatcd at 208 S. Oregon. El Casino Me.xicano was a gathering place for the elite Mexicanos in El Paso 
(Hudspeth 1920). 
* A popular theatre and dance hall during the 1920's, 30's and 40's. Liberty Hall attracted theatrical and 
musical productions to the El Paso area for over 50 years (Fryer 1986). 

Gloria (.\y6n Rascon) Hoyos asked that for purposes of this research the names Gloria Hoyos. Gloria, be 
used(GH 1997). 
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and she spent every summer—through her early adult life--in Ciudad Guerrero, 

Chihuahua,'" where the remainder of her mother's family lived: 

Gloria (G): ...there..there is a lot of wealth (in Ciudad Guerrero).." 

Elea (E): Yes. there is.. 

G. (My friend in Ciudad Guerrero) is very very wealthy, she is. you know...and I learned a lot 
about the social system in Me.xico as a result...because, when I was in Vle.xico. my grandfather's 
family were wealthy at one time. Don Elias Rascon. before the Mexican Revolution, they were 
from Uruachic. Chihuahua, which is a mining town, they had their own silver mines. I still even 
have money that they printed, they were very wealthy and that's where they got a lot of their..they 
had a lot of stuff imported from Spain, laces and materials, and trunks, and...a bunch of stuff..... 
But when the Revolution came they lost it, they lost the mining, and they had mules, the stories 
that were told to me. the mules had to carry the trunks and everything that they owned, that they 
could possibly carry and they ended up. and I'm not too sure. I think they went directly to 
Guerrero .. 

E. Uhhu 

G. And that's where they bought this huge caseron with, well, you know, all the way up to the 
street, with a patio in the center and a corral...and then in the back there was an apple orchard, 
because it's the middle of apple country....my grandfather's family, my mother's family eran 
muuy Espaiioles. you could tell by the way they spoke and the way they looked, so we were, they 
were a "good family" de buenas familias. even though they had no money, and then there was a lot 
of new wealth as a result of the Revolution, uhh..my friend's aunt...her family came from very 
humble beginnings but her aunt married one of my uncles... 

E. De buenas familias.. 

G. Uh hu..though not the uncles from there, but another uncle that was removed, twice removed 
or w hatever, who had a lot of money, mi Tio Miguel, who had very very vast land holdings, and 
he died and she got that. So then, she brought up all of her family..and her brother is my friend's 
father..long deceased...So their's was new wealth..and so my grandfather, even though he had his 
little comercito, the store, that's how he made his living, and he had his sisters because they were 
never..no. I think none of them married, because my great-grandmother was very very very strict, 
she didn't want anybody to get married, so we had all of them there, at the house, but everybody 
did something, you know....so they all lived in this big house and my grandfather was a member of 
El Club de Leones'" y... whatever and because of that, youu know, they didn't have money but 
because they were from buenas familias they were part of La Sociedad, which I found 
intriiiiguing....OK? 

Ciudad Guerrero, Chihuahua, lies south and west of Ciudad Juarez, about a six-to-seven hour drive from 
the Paso del Norte. Located in the lower foothills of the Sierra de Chihuahua and by the Papigochi River, 
Guerrero is a prosperous apple orchards community. 
" For an explanation on the format used in presenting these portions of conversations sec Note 13, 
Chapter 2. 

Lions' Club International. 
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E. You know, what you are describing, you are describing a most important element of my 
thesis.. 

G. Oh, you're kidding (laughs)!! 

E. But I have no idea how I'm going to explain all of this because we know what that is.. 

G. Yes. yes, we knooowww what that is.. 

E. But when I say "estoy estudiando mujeres de clase media acomodada" se me quedan v iendo y 
dicen, que cosa es acomodada? I say they are not rich.. 

G. No!! 

E. Porque si lo traduces asi nomas al Ingles es "middle class" but it isn't 

G. It isn't!!! It isssn't middle class! It is noott (mimics quotation marks) "middle class.." 

E. And I have no idea how I am going to describe this..because this is something, that is soo much 
there and it has been there for [ don't know how long.. 

G. Yes!! And we are not talking wealth..at all..no. no no! It is very difficult to e.xplain. and I have 
tried explaining it to people from here whether they are Mexican or Mexican .American or Anglos. 
menos...the Anglos can't understand this at all. but we were part of the Sociedad, we got invited 
to all, to aaalll of the social occasions, we rubbed elbows with..we may not have been able to dress 
the way others did, but that was ok.. 

E. Because you were a Rascon.. 

G. Yes! As a matter of fact, my mother's best friend, w ho was also from Guerrero, she still 
rctained..she was very very wealthy, but she was also from las familias buenas, they were even a 
little bit resistant of the nouveau riche because they were not of the quality?'.'? I don't know, I 
don't know, because it was all these intangibles...And she wanted me for her son...I wouldn't 
have married him, number one, I didn't want to marry a Mcxican national because 1 didn't like the 
way women were treated there and I knew that from a long time ago.. 

When I visited with Gloria that day, we spoke for the most part in English. We had 

met through common friends a few months earlier, only to realize that summer morning 

that we had really met at the local university in El Paso during the 1960's. That morning, 

we sat in her East El Paso home decorated in vivid colors and very simple, contemporary, 

black and white lines; her white and black slacks outfit and the white sneakers seemed to 

match the simple modernity of the house decor. And, beneath the high ceilings of 
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Gloria's living room, we shared a number of "tacitas de cafe," that is, cupfiils of coffee, 

but also of exchanges of details from our lives (see Chapter 2). 

In one of the adjacent rooms, however, Gloria also shared with me a family photo 

album that coincidentally--or not-was exactly like the one Cuquita had shared with me a 

few months earlier (see Chapter 3): a rather large and very old album with a deep red 

velvet cover that tenderly closed with a small metal hinge. Through its well-kept pages, 

the Ciudad Guerrero connection began sprouting faces, bodies, minds, and rooms, 

gardens and cars... 

G. ...(my mom)., she was always a lady and at the same time, she always wanted to do more, 
because of the constraints that we had at that time, even when she got married, here in the United 
States, my father was a very traditional Me.xican man and he did not want his wife to work..and 
my mother was..very, very intelligent, she comes from a very intelligent family..and I say that 
because some of them had formal schooling and others taught themselves and I can remember 
sitting down to listen to my Tio Momo who would tell us stories with such beauuutiful language 
that my friends and I would just come in the afternoons and we would just sit..ummmm, with my 
Tio Momo..and I can remember them, they were all very, very...uh. uh, I don't know, I hesitate to 
use this word, you know, but they were very classy and yet..very humble?? 

E. Yes.. 

G. Uh, they were very polite, they could converse on the arts, on philosophy, on anything, and as 
a child I remember looking at that and I think that's one of the things that was ingrained in me, 
that knowledge is good, that knowledge opens doors..and I loved listening to him. but to get back 
to my mom, she got. she had her first car, let me see if I can find the picture of hercar.she kept 
these..there she is. in front of her (1942) car... in Guerrero... So she was very very proud, and of 
course, she was very popular because all of the girls, because in those days girls and boys did not 
really hang out together, they may have met some place but they were..she was the one. the 
trailblazer in that, and she was the one who started her little school and always, always supported 
by her father..as a matter of fact my grandaunts would be..they were not too keen on the idea of 
her going to Chihuahua to study, but. she waaas staying there with relatives.. 

E. Of course.. 

G. It isn't like she was staying there on her own, I mean.. 

E. No andaba de libertina. 

G. That's right! Noo andaaba de libertiina. But, they were always so worried about having her 
do this and do that, but by the same token, my grandfather was..he was such a wonderful man, he 
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kept supporting her and pushing her to move on. so consequently she did that to us. too..in El 
Paso.. 

E. Gloria..your c.xpericnces..over there must have helped you. over here because you knew how to 
move in different economic ooorrr social, class levels, whatever "class" meant.. 

G. Yes. yeess! And it's the self-confidence, selffff-confidence. Elea...although in time, not in a 
real negative way. but I found that I almost didn't fit any where... because when I came over here, 
my e.Kperience was not the Chicano e.xperience, I did not grow up in the Barrio. I didn't have a 
father who (mimics quotation marks) "drank his paycheck, beat his wife"...I would have 
arguments with UTEP professors until...one of them, at that time, in the 60's, we went to 
professors' parties and. you know, the students and the professors would socialize together, and 
one day we were at one of the professor's homes and he kept arguing that... until finally. I finally 
told him...what was his name'.' I can't remember his name, he's a big wig in San Diego now...I 
finally said. I am sorry. 1 am sorry. I apologize, I didn't come from the Barrio, I am sorry I caaan 
speak English like the Gringos. I am sorry I didn't have those e.xperiences. I am sorry that I 
actually had some really nice Anglo White friends, I am sorry! Is that what you want?'.' Is that 
what you want from me'.' 

The dialogues with past and present, with ideologies, characterizations and stereotypes 

of class lived by Gloria on both sides of the region's political divide were narrated to me 

one summer morning of 1997 as we pleasingly drank coffee for hours at her home. Yet, 

her experiences concur with those of other women of "las clases acomodadas" who now 

live in El Paso and who met with me in a number of other circumstances. For example, 

Susanne'^ touched on these experiences as she explained to me, in her office, her vision 

that she--in 1997 at El Paso, Texas—is really part of wider frames of time and space: 

Susanne (S): Cuando yo me fui a vivir a Houston fue la cosa mas diferente que mc...porquc aqui 
la vida que tenemos es muuy diferente que los Me.xicanos. los Mexican American que yo conoci 
en Houston, no podian creerque habiamos crecido aqui asi, sin inseguridades. sin...porque ellos 
se han...los haaan hecho sentirse de menos... 

Elea (E): Me decia una mujer aqui en El Paso que ella se caso con un Mexicano de por alia de por 
Houston, de las afueras de Houston y que le decia. sentirme mal, no pa' naaada. al contrario. me 
siento supcrior..siendo Mexicana porque entonces tengo de dos culturas en donde apoyarme..el 

Martha Susana Berroteran dc Gomez o Susanne Gomez requested that either her name in Mexico or the 
one she uses in the United States be used for purposes of this research project. More specifically, she 
preferred to be referenced as Susanne. 
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csposo dc clla cstaba acostumbrado a otro mundo y clla Ic dccia. no. no. no. no mc vcngas a hablar 
dc que tengo que bajar la cabcza ni quc...o sea, no cstaba ella politizada porque no habia 
procesado lo que es descriminacion por scr Mex'cana.. 

S. Y sabcs que lo hermoso dc aqui dc El Paso cs que si te pones a estudiar la historia de El Paso 
es que cuando vinieron los Americanos, no habfa con quien casarsc si no eran las Mexicanas dc 
buenas familias. (.verdad? Entonccs. ves que los Magoffins y los Simeon Harts'''....cecran 
Mexicanos porque ^quien es la persona que forma la familia? La mama... Si, Leon Metz y eso" 
pero eso ya era dcspucs de the nineteen hundreds..pero los del capital inicialmente, jas (mimics 
underline) del capital...y entonccs, los hijos, ^que tenian que ser? I am sorry, but the mother 
makes the culture. Entonccs. todos esos hijos que salieron. el hijo Hart que fuc uno dc los 
fundadores de El Paso Times y todo. son Mexicanos, porque si te cria tu mama Mexicana, 
ercs..bucno cres lo que te haces, pero eran Mexicanos porque la mama, la cultura, los 
abuelitos...^quicnes eran los abuelitos? No habia abuelitos de los que habian venido de Missouri 
o de Kentu...eran de aqui, asi es que la cultura era...y entonccs por eso uno no sc siente menos 
aqui. ^verdad? Porque ya llevamos siglos de este intercambio..y cuando fui a Houston, ^tii crees? 
Hasta me hice Chicano Power y toda la cosa. bucno. porque vi tantas cosas taaan feas que era 
como una bofetada en la cara..dije Dios mio...csta es mi gcente y los estan tratando Y la otra 
cosa cs que la rnisma gentc dc uno. ves personas que han sobrcvivido taaanto y uuno sc siente mal. 
sc siente uno mal porque entonccs te ven como quc...y tii, ^quc te crees? Asi es que nuestra 
expcricncia aqui si..aunque a mi no me importaba, si yo te ayudo. te echo la mano. si vemos juntos 
que podemos hacer para avanzar csta causa, entonccs. que te importa.. .^verdad? Porque uno ya 
era mas grandc. digo, yo ya tenia veintitantos anos, porque ya era casada cuando fui y todo eso... 

E. Pero, sabcs, aqui tambien hay mucha descriminacion, lo que pasa es que no nos damos cuenta.. 

S. Si, si hay, cs lo que me dicen..bucno, es lo que sc cnojaban en Houston, que me decian, 
ticeenen descriminacion en El Paso, pero cs que yo nuuunca lo scnti..si hay. pero.. 

E. Y no crecs que era porque estabas. porque vivias cn csa vida de clasc acomodada que... 

S. Que nos scntiamos seguros. claro, entonccs, a ti que tc importa...eeesa es la diferencia, csa cs 
la diferencia..y no cs dinero, cs csa base, csa seguridad, tc sostiene csa comunidad...si hay. no 
estoy dicicndo que no hay. si lo he sentido. lo he sentido. pero no te importa... 

E. Y lo que mc he topado ahora cs al rcvcs, o sea, voy a Juarez y mc topo con toda csta retorica en 
contra de el pocho y les digo.. 

S. Yo soy pocha...y mis hiiijos son... 

'•* Simeon Hart and James Wiley Magoffin were two White American pioneers who came to the Paso del 
Norte during the 1830's and 40's. In time, they became prominent leaders in what is today known as El 
Paso, Texas. The notion that some of these early "American settlers married Mexican women from 
prominent and influential families" has been elaborated, for example, by Timmons (1990:85) and 
Sonnichsen(1968). 
" Leon Metz is a local historian who has written a number of books on El Paso over the last 10 to 15 
years. Acclaimed by some and disdained by others, Metz has promoted, for the most part, the image of 
El Paso, Texas as a "southwestern" gun-fighter town, rather than an upshot of a Spanish conquest and 
colonization effort at its encounter with White American occupation. 
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E. Y hasta que vivc uno dentro del contexto de que vienen tus hijos y tc quieren platicar en Ingles 
y les dices, en Espaiiol. y te dicen. es que me sucedio en Ingles... 

S. Lo viviii en Ingles..pero si la hay alia, y, y..siempre la ha habido.. .en ambos lados.. 

Both Gloria and Susanne described themselves as being part of a world of "buenas 

familias," of the directive groups that, as Cuquita portrayed it, "brought culture and 

progress to these lands" (RJPG 1996). They additionally described the sense and pride of 

belonging, the knowledge of "the ways" and, through portions of their discourse, the 

promotion of these ways. They both carried themselves with the quiet security of being 

able to weave in and out of El Engranaje and more. But Susanne did mention the 

ideology that "you are what you make of yourself." And both of them were also quick to 

describe that "Other" in El Paso, the "Anglo White" who at one time was supposedly 

domesticated by Mexicanas. They both also, with quieted disdain, made reference to a 

contemporary local historian who these days "documents the region from a Gringo 

perspective" and profusely sells his gun-fighter books through the local Barnes and Noble 

(GH 1997; MSBG 1997). 

These women also brought into their narrative experiences of being a Mexicana in the 

United States, a Mexican American, whether accepted or identified by others as Chicanas 

or not.'^ And these experiences point to a particular aspect of such El Paso women: the 

fact that the histories of how the center classness was molded, and how it works on one 

side of the divide, do not entirely cross the political divide between the United States and 

I did not find the use of the identifier Chicana, Chicano, prevalent in the many social areas of El Paso, 
Te.xas. However, in the particular eases of Gloria and Susana, both of them have used the identifier in 
specific moments of their respective lives. While living and working in E! Paso. Te.xas, Luchi (Chapters 4 
and 5) also referred to herself as a Chicana. 
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Mexico. Furthermore, given the historical uneven and conflicting relationship between 

the two countries, as Mexicanas in the United States these women have been able to 

observe, and at times live, the scorn, the racism towards them or other Mexican 

Americans on both sides of the political divide. 

In other words, even if these women keep aspects of the perceived well-located 

positionality, maintain and promote some of the bourgeois ways, maintain the knowledge 

of differences, what does this whole regional but Mexicanized European Bourgeois really 

mean when the economic, political, and social systems that now surround their everyday 

lives are those of another country, another set of histories? And how are their everyday 

lives in the southern edges of the United States affected by the fact that perceptions are so 

divergent in Mexico and in the United States in terms of: 1) what was happening 

throughout most of the 19th century in the region; 2) what it is to be Mexicana and 

Mexicano; and 3) what European Bourgeois could mean? 

Nevertheless, in Susanne's discourse, as was the case in the discourse of other El Paso 

Mexicanas, the notion of providing the helping hand, of working together with others to 

improve their lots in life, remained present. And the discourse lead me to incorporate 

into our dialogues, probes regarding their participation—or not—in organized religion. 
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Medio Piadosas 

While growing up in Sunset Heights" in El Paso, Marta'* spent most of her time 

between El Paso, Texas and Mesilla, New Mexico. Her mother's Azcarate and 

Bermiidez families had lived well over a century in the region and by the late 1920's they 

lived on both sides of the El Paso-Ciudad Juarez divide and up into the Mesilla Valley 

and Las Cruces, New Mexico. When I began visiting Marta in the fall of 1996, she and 

her husband lived in their two-story Southern plantation-style home in Sunset Heights. 

This house was very special to them because, while Marta was now in her mid-seventies, 

as a child she remembered walking by the very same house on her way to kindergarten 

and already "being fascinated" by its beauty. In this house, they raised their four 

daughters with the assistance of the woman who worked and lived with them for over 40 

years (MAW 1996). 

As a child, Marta did not make a life, "no hice vida," in Ciudad Juarez until she was a 

teenager, years after her parents divorced. The fact that she did not grow up doing things 

in Ciudad Juarez was a rather unusual element in Marta's upbringing because a good deal 

of her mother's family lived in Juarez and because her father's businesses were also in 

Juarez. Furthermore, Marta described her mother as faithftilly attending the meetings of 

' Sunset Heights is a neighborhood in central-west El Paso that is known primarily for the early 20"* 
century two and three-story mansions that dot the area. During the initial years of the Mexican Revolution 
the neighborhood became home to a number of rich Mexicano families that had felt the need to leave the 
country. The Holy Family (Jesuit) Catholic Church and school, as well as the Convent and School of Jesus 
and Mary were built in the area during those years to accommodate the religious and educational needs of 
the exiled families. 

Marta asked that for purposes of this research, only her first name be used (MAW 1996). Because of 
previous endearing moments Marta and I have shared in our lives, I usually refer to her by her name. 
Marta, or in the endearing diminutive form of such name, Martita. Marta uses the Spanish language 
spelling of Marta, that is with a "t" instead of a "th." 



244 

the Club Boton Rojo (see Chapter 3, Note 25) and the Women Lions' Club in Juarez too. 

That is, beyond the familial spheres, both of her parents socialized in Ciudad Juarez. Yet, 

some of her family members had married those early White Americans who had arrived 

at El Paso del Norte. And, with family members living not only in the Ciudad Juarez 

area but also in the El Paso, Mesilla and Las Cruces areas, Marta remembered spending 

"a good deal of time" with the portion of her family that lived on the United States side of 

the divide. 

Additionally, on several occasions she mentioned that her mother, even as a young 

woman, had many friends in El Paso. From Martita's perspective, this fact made her 

mother "much more liberal and practical" than her Juarez friends. And she believed this 

could have been another reason why she and her sister grew up, for the most part, in 

El Paso. Furthermore, attending boarding school kept her away from the immediate 

Juarez-El Paso border area. 

By the time Marta was 15, however, she moved to Ciudad Juarez with her mother and 

sister. There she began working part-time as a typist in a cotton processing plant. The 

move, as she explained it, was necessary because it was harder for her mother, who had 

divorced when she was 9, to independently sustain the household in El Paso. After all, 

she explained, while on the one hand people in El Paso were struggling with the 

economic depression, in Ciudad Juarez "you could get by." 

In addition, her mother's social relations, beyond the family, were "bastante mas 

amplias," much wider in Ciudad Juarez. Furthermore, on that side of the border area, in 
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Juarez, her mother and sister, as well as herself, owned several properties. These facts 

assisted her young divorced mother in her pursuit to survive economically without the 

direct assistance of family members. 

In El Paso, Marta had attended Jesus and Mary and Vilas''' schools in Sunset Heights 

for three or four years and was later sent as a boarding student to the same Loretto School 

in Mesilla her grandmother and mother had attended. Eventually, Martita graduated from 

a Catholic university in New Orleans. Over the years, she and her husband continued to 

enroll in courses at the local university, UTEP. 

And while Marta insisted that she is "hasta pesada"~which vaguely translates as being 

even obnoxious-when it comes to "morals," she did not consider herself a very religious 

person. Instead, she referred to herself as being simply "spiritual." Additionally, on a 

number of occasions, Marta mentioned that she did not like "nuns and priests "--and she 

particularly disliked the greed and deceitftilness she had encountered while engaging 

some members of Catholic Church hierarchies in specific moments of her life. 

Marta referred to those moments as "los recuerdos que me forman," which generally 

can be said to translate as the memories that make me the person I am today. Yet while 

she questioned "structured religion" and insisted that practices such as praying the rosary 

were merely repetitive rituals, Marta did send her own daughters to private Catholic 

Vilas School is an elementary public school in El Paso. Te.xas, that opened its doors in 1909 at its present 
Sunset Heights location. 
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schools and instilled in them "her same morals." She has not, however, participated in 

church related community activities in any of the cities she has lived."" 

Additionally, as I reviewed the transcriptions and notes from our multiple visits, I 

noticed that Martita was quite open about discussing elements of "her morality" including 

issues that I had seldom heard discussed within these womanly circles-issues such as 

personal views on sexuality and the relationship that "can exist" between love and power. 

In these conversations, she always added that her own preference for representations of 

love in popular culture was that of "romantic" love that is, affection "without the 

dominance, greed and sexual acts that as viewers and readers of theatre, movies and 

literature, convert us into Peeping Toms" (MAW 1997, 1998). 

Through her bountiful narrative, Marta also addressed issues and mores that she and 

others have classified as American views, "ideas Americanas, puntos de vista 

Americanos." These "American" ways of looking at and doing things include the notion 

that God's blessings may be given to individuals not only in the afterlife but also during 

one's lifetime. And these "blessings on earth" include economic gains achieved through 

hard work and through the practice of "wisely" reinvesting God's economic rewards 

(CVV 1996; MAW 1996; MIAC 1998). 

Marta also identified other ways and customs she deemed "American" and "liberal," 

practices such as living away from the parental home before marriage and not allowing 

any man—or anyone—to dominate her. In analyzing Marta's discourse I noticed as well 

"" Marta has lived in El Paso, Mesilla. Ciudad Juarez, Mexico City, and New Orleans. She also has kept 
summer homes in Puerto Vallarta, Mexico, and in Ruidoso. New Mexico. 
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that, while narrating a number of her life stories, she used a series of adjectives to 

describe how it is that she has become to identify herself as "una persona medio rara," 

that is, as a person who doesn't quite fall within the expected parameters others appear to 

live. 

In describing her relationships with her immediate and extended family members, as 

well as with the other children and teenagers she shared her early life with, Marta often 

referred to herself as being "juguetona, alegre," playful, cheerful, but also "renegada, 

peleonera, and mandona," that is, quick-tempered, argumentative and bossy. In 

questioning her early relationships with adults she described herself as "metichona," that 

is, as a person who was inquisitive, meddlesome in terms of questioning adult mandates, 

expectations and silences. 

In addition, on a number of occasions Marta insisted that she has never liked to cook, 

embroider, or to clean house, although she was very proud of the fact that she managed 

the construction of their vacation home in Puerto Vallarta—from the actual negotiations to 

the purchase of land and materials, to the design of the structure, and the everyday 

supervision of contractors and the site's engineer. Furthermore, in discussing the 

relationship with her mother during her elder years, with her husband, children and 

grandchildren, and with the woman who worked in her household for over 40 years, 

Marta insisted that she was merely "una mujer que goza su casa y su hogar," a woman 

who enjoys her household and her house-like her own mother had done. 
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Marta's discourse was unusual not only from the standpoint that she disclosed more of 

herself—in personal terms—than others did, but also from the perspective that her ways of 

life would appear to be distant from the abstracted realm of womanly virtue and specific 

containment and usefulness discussed in Chapter 4. That is. the expressions used by 

Marta to describe herself as an American, liberal, practical and playful individual whose 

passions in life have been her family but also dancing, singing, writing and producing 

family mini-theatres through these media, are qualifiers that define her vis-a-vis the 

cultural schema of measured use of body and mind. Moreover, she characterized herself 

not as diligent or helpful but as "consentida," pampered, not as prudent but as "renegada, 

peleonera y mandona," quick-tempered, argumentative and bossy, and not particularly 

assiduous nor religious since she claimed not to care for the minutia of house chores or 

involvement in structured church activities. 

Yet, in her everyday life, Marta does live the overall mandates of helping out others 

while downplaying outward appearances of economic wealth and power, of managing 

one's household without necessarily incorporating into the actual home activities, the 

practice of specific Catholic religion customs, and of taking care of one's appearance, 

while downplaying sensuous beauty. And perhaps herein lies her insistence that she was 

"even obnoxious" about "moral issues." What is more, although to a much lesser degree 

than her Juarez counterparts, Marta has retained the practices of being open to those 

outside of one's social or economic circles, while at the same time, insuring a specific 

company for one's children. 
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This definition of self is an updated version of the idealized woman of the Spanish 

colonial endeavors. And this updated persona was present in other El Paso Mexicanas 

that at one time had also partaken in the Mexican regional Engranage (CVV 1996; MIAC 

1997; MSBG 1997; GH 1997; SP 1997; MS 1997; RV 1997). Their pious and virtuous 

ways are interlaced with practical activities such as working outside their homes and 

securing economic stability for their elder years. 

Aside from living in ways that call for them to adjust to the facts that they, their 

husbands, children and grandchildren are no longer entirely part of a historically elite 

regional group, the women offered a number of reasons why they no longer participated 

in church organized activities: 

"...la Iglesia Catolica no tienc cotnunidad, eso es. por eso es que me sali de la Iglesia Catolica... 
empezaron a crecer los hijos y dije. estos nirios tienen que tener amistades que pienscn 
religiosamente como yo..." Susanne rationalized (MSBG 1997); 

"...I am a baaad Catholic." Gloria often repeated (GH 1997); 

"...I've lived enough religion (in my childhood) to last me a lifetime," the Lady from Stanton 
Street argued (CVV 1996); 

"I've worked all my life but we do go to church." another woman made clear (MS 1997); 

"...con el trabajo. la casa, y ahora con mi mama (in a nursing home managed by Catholic 
nuns)..pero si les ayudo aunquc sea ahi a las monjitas..." one more e.xplained (RV 1997). 

Yet, another aspect that I found particularly interesting in Marta's discourse was the 

unusual way she took the mandate to self (and others) of providing a helping hand to a 

level beyond the limits of communities, a level of political and nationalistic dimensions: 

helping "her country" during World War II. 
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Americanas pero Mexicanas 

In 1941, when the United States joined other countries in the conflict we now know as 

World War II, Marta, her mother and sister were living with family members in Mexico 

City. There, her mother was undertaking a particular type of training, in pastries, for 

baking was the specialty that evidently sustained the family economically for years. 

Marta was working in Mexico City, but immediately upon learning that the United 

States had become part of the global conflict, she asked her mom to return to El Paso in 

order to assist in the war effort. One winter morning in late 1996, in the sun-drenched 

living room of the Sunset Heights plantation-style home, Marta described that life story 

of hers in the following words: 

M. ...cuando cmpezo la guerra de Estados Unidos, la Segunda Gucrra Mundial, yo estaba cn 
Mexico, entonces. en cuanto empezo la guerra, yo pense que yo necesitaba regrcsarme a ver en 
que yo iba a ayudar para la cuestion, porque te voy a decir que yo. mi cariino verdadeeero ha sido 
hacia Estados Unidos. porque como yo aqui naci, si le tuve earifio a Me.xico y todo. pero mi 
cariiio. mi gran cariiio ha sido para Estados Unidos y yo creo que yo creia que ya viniendome les 
iba a ayudar mucho (she laughs)...a la gucrra...no se que pense. el caso cs que pensc que teniia 
que regresarmc a ayudar, y entonces aqui luego luego hice mi aplicacion a Censorship, porque 
toda la correspondencia tenia que leerse y todo, y me aceptaron...tenia uno que tomar un e.xamen 
a ver si podia uno hablar Espanol, Ingles y todo, y mc aceptaron ahi y cuando estaba yo trabajando 
ahi. porque yo queria que mi papa me mandara a la universidad pero no quizo. y yo, ^sabes? Yo 
no queria trabajar de secretaria, porque la mayoria de muchachas que trabajaban, o se metian a 
trabajar a La Popular,"' o se metian de secretarias...y yo. nuunca..yo no fui de esas personas que 
me gustaba que me mandaran...pos' ahi tienes que entonces yo no queria eso. ̂ verdad?..y luego 
empece a ver anuncios que Join the Cadet Nurses, entonces. yo no tenia ningunas intenciones ni 
nada. pero si tenia un interes en esto y si pase el examen que me dicron y me dieron una beca, 
pero tenia que sostener un promedio de (in English) 85 to 90. para sostcner mi beca si no la perdia. 
y como yo toda la vida he sido una persona muy romantica, y, este, porque nos dieron a escoger 
donde queriamos estudiar, yo sieeempre yo queria ir, habia leido yo lo de Scarlet O'Hara y el Sur, 
y todo cso, asi es que por eso escogi Nuevo Orleans...y me fui. te digo. yo no tenia antecedentes 

The Popular was a department store in El Paso. Texas that opened its doors at the end of the 19"* century 
as Las Tres B~Bueno. Bonito y Barato—in Ciudad Juarez. By 1902 it re-opened in El Paso as The Fair and 
shortly thereafter re-organized into Popular Dry Goods Company (Fierman 1980). Owned and managed by 
the Schwartz family and their associates. La Popular remained one of the major department stores in the 
region until 1995 when it closed all of its stores. 
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dc podcr haccr nada. pero dijc. csta cs mi linica oportunidad dc graduarmc dc algo que no sea 
sccrctaria...asi es que me puse a estudiar..y a ayudar a mi pais.. 

Having been bom on the Texas side of El Paso del Norte, in El Paso, Te.xas, legally 

made Marta a citizen of the United States. Through of her upbringing, however, she 

often argued that she "was made" a Mexicana—although "a liberal one" (MAW 1996, 

1998). And watching her interact in social engagements with the well-positioned classes 

in Ciudad Juarez such as a wedding or a ball of the Club Boton Rojo, one would think 

that, because of the way she carried herself, Marta was simply one of "the girls from 

Juarez" (RJPG 1996; MIAC 1998). Yet, most of her life Marta had lived in the United 

States and, in 1941. as it is today, Marta has openly professed her sense of belonging to 

the United States. 

This attachment was addressed quite spontaneously to me through her explanation of 

how it was that she became part of the U.S. Core of Nurses during World War II. The 

sense of belonging, expressed in rather simple terms--"mi cariiio verdadero, mi caritio, mi 

gran cariiio"—was additionally expressed through the emphatical tone of voice, the smile 

this narrative still brought to her eyes, and the pride of accomplished service for one's 

imagined community. 

However, in recognizing the sense and pride of belonging to the histories of one 

nation, while hearing the arguments that her customs have made her a part of the histories 

of another, made me wonder if Marta on a day to day basis actually participates in dual 

processes of nation making. What is more, she and other Mexicanas in El Paso 

participate in these processes w hether they do so while in the United States or while in 
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Mexico. In fact, Susanne addressed this multiple participation process in the following 

terms: 

E. Si te preguntan que si eres Mexicana, si dices que eres Mexicana? 

S. Claaro.. 

E. Es que aqui en El Paso si eres Mexicana Americana no necesariamente te vas a idcntificar 
como Mexicana..y menos como Chicana..no te imaginas la conotacion que he... 

S. No. si me imagine, especialmente aqui en El Paso, alia en Houston, yo me identificaba como 
Chicana porque alia no conocen a una persona Mexicana..si yo hubiera dicho soy Mexicana. te 
digo. mi vecina era de Chile, otra de Peru, me habian preguntado de que parte de Mexico...y no 
eeera de Mexico. .Asi es que en Houston si me identificaba como Chi-ca-na. y lo era 
verdaderamente. porque era una caracterizacion de como me sentia yo. politicamente hablando..y 
aqui si dices Chicana...Bueno. aparte. yo regresando aqui ya no me sentia Chicana. porque aqui ya 
no necesitaba. bueno. yo digo. que ya no necesitaba representarme politicamente. porque aqui 
segui viviendo como habia crecido. como Mexicana. bueno. Mexicoamericana pero Mexicana. 
digo, ya cambio toda la cosa. cuando ya no vivia en Houston y ya regrese a vivir a El Paso, ya no 
era Chicana. aunque todavia, todos mis sentimientos son iguales. todo. la lucha. pero yo ya no 
tengo esa identificacion porque mi identificacion es...^c6mo les voy a decir a mis tias que soy 
Chicana si todavia ando en Juarez....ellos tambicn estan en pro de las cosas que se identifican 
"chicanas." es decir. la lucha del Mexicoamericano en los Estados Linidos. cso no es...es que ya 
llegando aqui es el ambiente en el que creciste. y no creci Chicana. creci siendo esta persona que 
vivia en ambos lados de la frontera. ^ves?....Y voy a Juarez el Dia de las Madres y para las fiestas, 
estoy alia con mi familia en Juarez, y soy Mexicana. .Aunque unos no quieren. como esos que 
tienen esos prejuicios de los pochos y de las pochas. y no les hago caso...Ya regresando aqui 
como que todo cambio. como que regrese a ser quien habia sido cuando yo era chica. no quiere 
decir que no tengo...es decir. cambie. porque se me abrieron los ojos a las injusticias que nunca 
habia scntido yo y comprendo que hay uno que luchar...pero yo creo que en educacidn es lo que 
estamos haciendo siempre. Cambie. no se por que...porque el ambiente ya no es Chicano en el 
que estoy...porque estoy en Mexico, estoy con mis amistades que se criaron como yo...no 
sabemos que somos. somos gente de El Paso...y los de Juarez a veces se haran llamar 
"fronterizos" para diferenciarse de los del Sur...o 

E. O de los Mexicanos de los Estados Unidos.. 

S. Pues quiza..quiza. 

Being a person who "lived on both sides of the border," that is, who has had life 

experiences on both sides of the political divide, evidently made Susanne "feel" like a 

Mexicana. And her experiences away from this border area made her realize that other 

Mexicanos and Mexicanas in the United States had different experiences that those she 
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herself had lived in El Paso. She also came to realize that these e.xperiences had social, 

political and economic consequences that needed to be combated through political action. 

Yet back in El Paso, Susanne felt like a Mexicana who did not need to represent 

herself politically. That is, being a Mexicana in El Paso was simply the "way she grew 

up." And upon returning to El Paso she went back to socializing with the people who 

grew up like her--in Ciudad Juarez as well as in El Paso. Moreover, in El Paso she was 

convinced that the injustices fought elsewhere through political action could be addressed 

through the field of education in which she worked. 

Nonetheless, fieldwork provides us with the opportunity to (parenthetically) 

experience specific ironies of every day life and of historical contexts. The morning that 

Susanne and I sat down to record our conversation we did so at her office. As a social 

science education administrator with one of the largest school districts in El Paso, 

Susanne had just moved into this particular building and was taking the day off to 

organize her office and address my request for recording. Paradoxically, within the past 

few months, this very same school district had been described to me by other women 

involved in the research project as a bureaucracy that, in years past, had not necessarily 

been a vehicle for addressing justice and equality for Mexicanas and Mexicanos in El 

Paso, Texas. 

For example, one retired employee of the school district explained that this same 

district, in the 1920's and 1930's, required that teachers and administrators abstain from 

going across the political divide, that is, from El Paso into Juarez, as Ciudad Juarez was 
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considered the source of "Mexicanidad," Mexican-ness. And this way of life, this 

Mexican-ness, was perceived as including low morals and flaccid work ethics. In other 

words, Ciudad Juarez was perceived as a source of moral contamination for EI Pasoans 

and it behooved teachers and school administrators to maintain distance from a possible 

contagion. Evidently the district administrators then were so emphatic about these ideas 

that the no-crossing requisite was built into the school district's annual employment 

contracts (CVV 1996). 

From another position, the district that Susanne saw in 1997 as her vehicle in the 

"fight for justice" was also described to me a few months earlier as the district that, 

during the 1910-1929 revolutionary period, lumped all Mexican children migrating to 

El Paso into particular schools in specific neighborhoods regardless of their individual 

past levels of achievement or their place of residence (AAQ 1996)." 

Susanne's vision of contextualizing today's moments within historical trajectories 

brought to life those incidents of past mentioned by the other two women; but she 

insisted that, regardless of past policies and activities, the school district today is one of 

several administrative structures in the city that "provides education" for the children of 

El Paso. And she was emphatic about the idea that education is in itself "certainly a 

vehicle for eventual justice" (MSBG 1997). 

The recorded conversation between Susanne and me occurred only t\vo weeks after 

the unusually large flag in Ciudad Juarez, the macro asta-bandera was erected (see 

" For an elaboration of segregated schools in El Paso see. for e.vample, Garcia 1981. 
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Chapter 5). The newspapers in El Paso were bubbhng with cartoons and Letters to the 

Editor approving or disapproving the fact that the flag looked like it was located in 

El Paso and that the flag had even been set up. That is, the perceived threat by the 

nearness to Mexicanidad and Mexico was one more time, surfacing in a public arena. 

When I asked Susanne what she thought about this flag, she was quick to respond "que 

hermosa. queee hermoosa.." 

Because of the school district's move of administrative offices, Susanne had been 

working evenings and weekends and had not realized that the flag dominated a good deal 

of the cityscape of both cities. One late afternoon, while coming home from work. 

Susanne drove from El Paso's east towards the west when she suddenly realized that the 

flag was there. 

She described to me the thrill of this realization with a joy that almost echoed 

Mariquita's embellishment (see Chapter 5)"0r Marta's smiling eyes. But while her joy 

was reminding me of other fascinations of belonging to nation, my questions were 

reminding Susanne of other aspects of the seriousness and complexity in the relationship 

between the United States and Mexico. Organizing her own internal dialogues in order to 

weave them into our conversation, Susanne had this to say: 

S. ...es que yo llevo, ^tres semanas? Te digo. cmpacando mis mentadas cajitas y todo eso. bueno 
he estado ocupadiisima. te digo trabajando noches. dias, fines de semana. asi es que ni me habia 
dado cuenta de lo que habia sucedido. vengo hacia la casa una tarde despues de trabajar tarde y 
subo ahi por...por Bassett.'^ creo que es donde.. 

E. Uhhu 

Susanne refers to Bassett Center, an enclosed shopping center in central-mid cast El Paso. 
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S. Que subes asi en alto y de repentc ;AEHHH. mira que cosa tan hermosa, mira que bonita!!! 

E. Pero si aqui bajando por la Stanton se ve, ahi por Catedral.se ve la bandera. yo.. 

S. iQue hermoooso. entonces se ve por dondequiera! 

E. Por dondequiera 

S. Esta muuy bonita...entonces lleguc y le dije a (mi marido) j^que es eso?! Y entonces se rio y 
me dice, ^no la viste antes? No. dice, mira el periodico..entonces ahi estaba el articulo que dice, 
half the size of a football field, etc.. etc. Pues esta preciosa....pero es que se veia taaan cerca que 
dije yo. pos" donde estara. si casi parece que esta en Western Playland." pero no puede ser. tiene 
que estar en el Chamizal. tieene que estar en el Chamizal porque la veo muuy. muy cerca..pero no. 
no me toco leer ni ver nada del discurso. vi que. bueno yo pense que tenia algo que ver con la 
muerte de este muchachito en Bradford. Texas 

E. No. yo creo que tenia que ver con las elecciones 

S. Si. esa fue la excusa. las elecciones. pero yo dije, noo. esta muy grande...si tuviera algo que 
ver con las elecciones..^por que es que esta tan grande? Es un simbolo. claro. (;,verdad'.' Pero...y 
yo no se por que les molesta tanto aqui.. 

Susanne was the only one I ever heard equating the placement of the large flag in 

Ciudad Juarez as a protest for the killing of Ezequiel Hernandez in Bradford, Texas in 

June 1997. Yet, whatever the intentions of the Me.xican State then in erecting these 

macro staff-flags, the reality is that the flag, as a symbol of nationhood, of belonging, did 

manage to reach Me.xicanas and Mexicanos on both sides of the divide—whether these 

Mexicanas and Mexicanos have permanently crossed to the Other Side or not. Whether 

these Mexicanas and Mexicanos were citizens of the United States, like Susanne, or very 

permanent "resident aliens," like Mariquita. 

"Catedral" refers to St. Patrick's' Catholic Cathedral that is located in central El Paso. 
Western Playland is a recreational area adjacent to Ascarate Park in El Paso. Texas, that houses carnival-

type mechanical rides and eateries. As a family playground, it has been patronized by people in the region 
for over 40 years. The County offices responsible for .Ascarate Park spell ".Ascarate" with an "s" (see 
Marta, this Chapter). 
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Conclusions 

While doing fieldwork in Ciudad Juarez, I noticed that the question on what side of the 

political divide one ought to live often surfaced in conversations, whether these involved 

a quaint conversation of two. or broader conversational settings such as dinner tables at 

social engagements. And I then began noticing an insistence that, as "Me.xicanas" and 

"Mexicanos" we ought to live on the Mexican side of the political divide. The issues 

raised on place of residence became particularly interesting to me not only because I had 

already experienced what it was to live half of my life on each side of the divide, but 

because the insistence to remain in Ciudad Juarez usually came from people who 

consider themselves or are considered by others to be part of the Mexican well-located 

classes. Yet, precisely in these same social engagements in Ciudad Juarez, I was 

encountering women and men from the region's well-positioned classes who, in fact, had 

lived all their lives in El Paso, that is. in the United States. 

As I began to engage these and other individuals who. while living in EI Paso, had 

been very much connected to El Engranaje in Ciudad Juarez, I was able to observe why it 

was that they considered themselves or were considered by others as being "from 

Mexico." And I was able to detect traces of what makes them not be from Mexico any 

longer. 

El Paso, Texas, was at one time part of a single Paso del Norte, that is. the once 

Spanish and then Mexican settlement. .At the time the war between the United States and 

Mexico was politically resolved, in 1848, the larger portion of the area's development 
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was on the southern side of the river, the side that was demarcated by treaties as 

belonging to Mexico. The northern side, however, evidently contained resources such as 

water, timber, salt, which, given the location of Paso del Norte as a whole, were 

eminently needed for surv ival of the people on both sides of the demarcated political 

border. This separation of people from their resources was at one time viewed by some 

as the inconvenient outcome of a resolution of a conflict between two countries (de la 

Pena y Reyes 1923). 

But the demarcation between countries, between people and their resources was not a 

mere paper resolution of war that created certain inconveniences. The demarcation was 

indeed intended to establish the limits of expansion for the White .American settlers who 

were by then intent on promoting the ways, the laws, the religion, the language, and the 

perceived superiority of race of their recently formulated nation, the United States. And 

the dividing line purportedly also marked the edge of the incipient nation-state 

developing in Mexico. 

In time, the differences of economic, political and social organization in both nations 

would become more marked as the processes of nation making (see Chapter 5) in both 

countries continued. Yet today, newcomers into the area invariably will comment that 

Ciudad Juarez is too "Americanized" while El Paso is too "Mexicanized." This feature, 

of a Mexican city that is unlike other cities in Mexico, and a city in the United States that 

is not necessarily like other cities in the United States, may be due to the fact that while 

there is a political demarcation of nation between both cities, the people in the area share 
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and have shared for many years, commonalities of terrain, resources, languages, customs, 

histories and blood. 

Furthermore, while the fact remains that there are processes of nation making for 

specific national projects occurring on both sides of the political divide, the everyday 

lives of people in this area have been affected just as much by the physical, economic and 

social closeness of the area's inhabitants, as by the economic and political distance and 

closeness of nations. And everyday lives and encounters have additionally been affected 

by the fact that there is an unequal relationship between both countries. Moreover, this 

historical inequality has created the conditions whereby Mexicans and Mexican 

Americans in the United States—including in El Paso, Texas—are considered inferior 

people in a number of circumstances. 

Nonetheless, while doing research on both sides of these nations' divide I had to 

document the fact that while the histories of people on both sides are shared, the ways 

these people live and interact, the ways they relate to the cultures of one country or 

another, do somewhat vary from one side to the other. And in attempting to clarify what 

was the "Mexican-ness" or "American-ness" of individuals and collectivities I had to 

conclude that there are elements of culture that do not cross a political divide. One such 

element is the way social class is understood and experienced on each side. 

The women introduced in this chapter lived, for the most part, well-to-do, professional 

lifestyles in El Paso, Texas. They had developed through educational systems and 

structures primarily in the United States, and in their religious practices they had begun to 
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explore religions other than the variations of Catholicism encountered in Ciudad Juarez 

(see Chapter 4). They often made reference to the notion that "you are what you make of 

yourself." suggesting that these women live and advocate political and economic visions 

of equality but also of competitiveness and individuality, including betterment through a 

free will. 

Additionally, those involved in the research in El Paso for the most part held jobs, 

developed careers, and were continuing or had continued their formal education, 

regardless of their age groups. They made references to retirement projects and funds, 

and a few of them even began speaking openly about their bodies and about sexuality 

topics. Yet, the ways they (still) carry themselves and the ways they interact with other 

people, retain the quiet, almost casual unequal relatedness. the distancing from others 

displayed by members of the well-located upper middle classes previously encountered. 

And the ways they distribute, use, and manage their homes had traces of the homes of 

their well-positioned counterparts south of the border. 

The fact that the research women in El Paso, or their extended families, were part of 

the regional, but Mexican, Engranaje is not necessarily part of their everyday experiences 

in terms of the customs and practices, the habitus of their now immediate families—their 

husbands and children. Furthermore, their location of center classness may or may not 

relate to their location of class within the El Paso communities because of the way that 

the notion of "class" is perceived in each of these countries. Nonetheless, the 
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assertiveness that belonging to the well-located Engranaje has provided to these women's 

outlook remains a part of their discourse. 

While the prescriptions for how one ought to behave no longer surfaced as of primary 

importance in these women's narratives, and while the productive social alliances may or 

may not be as often capitalized, the sense of belonging to that particular culture group 

was not only verbalized but it seemed an integral part of their ways of life. What is more, 

at times, their "belonging" created a distance with members of their immediate families, 

for as the 60-year-old-plus son of one of the research women confided, "I have often 

thought that my mother lives—or came—from an entirely different planet" (RDT 1998). 

As I explained in Chapter 3—and Gloria reiterated in this chapter—being part of the 

"clase media acomodada," the well-located upper middle classes, the old Mexican 

bourgeois families of the region, does not mean that an individual is part of a monolithic, 

affluent group. But being considered as part of this abstracted realm can and does 

establish a series of ties, of powerful social linkages that often translate into economic 

opportunities. And growing up as part of this political-economic network will also mean 

that, regardless of particular economic conditions at specific moments in time, the 

lifestyles and mandates for behavior, as well as the sense of belonging, will remain. 

While making their lives on the United States side of the El Paso-Ciudad Juarez 

border area, the women involved in this research project for the most part also retained a 

large part of the habitus of the Juarez well-located classes. But, they have additionally 

acquired the ways of life, the customs, of other groups in El Paso. Yet, the fact that the 
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El Paso Mexicanas grew up adopting "American" customs can not be said to be the 

critical factor in attempting to discern change in the sense of belonging to one social 

group or another, for many of these "practical American ways" have been lived in 

Mexico's northern lands for over a hundred years. 

Nonetheless, most of the research women now in El Paso engaged careers outside of 

their homes and pursued educational endeavors into their older years. The requirements 

of these undertakings called for these women to weave the practical ways into their daily 

routines, including the "practicality" of using time wisely that has often translated into 

not even wasting time at the international bridges. 

When the re-adapted customs of these border individuals merge with the 

continuously-changing and ever-increasing measures by both States to place limits on 

border crossings, the results give credence to the fragile aspects of everyday life that Ana 

feared. For. as she explained in portions of her narrative incorporated in Chapters 4 and 

5, simply not wanting to "waste time" at the bridge can and does result in establishing 

new living routines. But such re-adaptations also can-and often do-translate into 

particular ways of life that eventually distance these people from their power ties across 

the political divide. 

The parents and grandparents of these women, or these women themselves, came to 

live in El Paso for different reasons and at different time frames. Those who grew up in 

El Paso may have lived in opposite sections of El Paso—from the central part of town to 

Sunset Heights, to the Upper and Lower Valleys. Yet most of them socialized as much 
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with White Americans as with other Mexicanas and Mexicanos in El Paso. And most of 

them seldom socialized with African Americans or Asian Americans. In addition, in 

most of their particular narratives, I often detected the subtle differentiation reference 

made by Ana in Ciudad Juarez (see Chapter 5) that there are Mexicanas and Mexicanos 

in El Paso and there are Mexican Americans. 

Nevertheless, most of them did refer to themselves both as Mexican Americans and as 

Mexicanas. Moreover, throughout their lifetimes, many of them retained forms of social 

life not only in Ciudad Juarez but in other regional urban centers on the Mexican side of 

the political divide as well, in places such as Chihuahua, Parral or Ciudad Guerrero. And 

most of them spontaneously addressed issues of racism on both sides of the U.S.- Mexico 

political divide. 

While some of the Juarez women from the well-located classes were made to 

participate in parallel elementary school programs in both countries, many of the 

Engranaje women in El Paso simply spent their vacations with their relatives in Mexico 

and attended Mexican elementary schools every second-half of May and the month of 

June."^ This practice, partially in place to insure that the children of these elite groups 

speak "good" Spanish, is also a custom that is seen as a vehicle for stimulating love and 

attachment to the "Mexico" community. This promotion of language and country may 

have some bearing on the fact that some of the El Paso women were at least as 

This practice remains in place although year-round schooling in several El Paso school districts has put a 
hamper on it. The practice is not only part of the children spending vacation time with their families and 
friends in Me.vico, but it is specifically carried out with the intent of having the "American" children of 
these families Icam to speak, read and write Spanish "well." and to familiarize them with elements of 
Me.xican history. 
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enthusiastic as their Juarez counterparts with symbols of Mexico such as the macro 

staffed-flag (see Chapter 5). 

Issues of belonging to one country or another were not dominant themes in the 

conversations with El Paso Mexicanas. And neither was the insistence that the Catholic 

Church is a major player in their everyday lives. What is more, the provision of helping 

hands by these El Paso Mexicanas was seldom carried out through the direction of 

Catholic Church hierarchies. 

But particularly striking for me was the fact that participation in a powerful Engranaje 

on one side of the divide has not necessarily translated into participation of the economic 

and political machinery in El Paso. That is, in moving from one side of the political 

divide to the other, the family as a unit underwent a dislocation of social class. From 

feeling and being considered part of one group they moved into another set of structures 

and systems of power. And their individualized location within such imaginary—but 

real—structures, changed. What is more, by living in another set of communities, the 

means of economic sustenance most often changed, and, with this change, the 

possibilities and the moments whereby the elite social alliances could be nurtured and 

maintained became scarce. 

As I visited with women in El Paso, I realized that the men several of these women 

married"^ had not necessarily partaken in the well-located regional Engranaje, a fact that 

by itself did not necessarily mean that as a couple they would not participate in social 

• With vcr>' few e.xccptions, most of the women recorded were married or widowed. The few e.xceptions 
included the ones who had never married as well as the divorced. 
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engagements of the Mexican well-located classes. But even those who did marry 

individuals that at one time had been part of the well-positioned groups south of the 

political divide had to contend with the issue that, more often than not, they had children 

who most likely did not participate in any of the social, politico-economic linkage 

activities. Additionally, for most of these children, the vision of belonging, as well as the 

class mandates of behavior also transformed. 

One woman casually elucidated on this profound change with the example that as 

members of the old families they were taught to relate to people from all social groups, 

especially if they were Mexican Americans or Mexicanas and Mexicanos. In this way, 

she explained, she was "friends" with the children of the family's mechanic because the 

mechanic and his family were "decent people," that is, people with similar sets of morals. 

Yet, she was not to marry the son of the mechanic. In fact, she was not even to think 

about marrying a son of a mechanic. "But our children will now ask us, why can't one 

marry the son of the mechanic?" (MSBG 1997). It was precisely conversations such as 

these that provided me with an understanding for the "sacrifice" that Ana and her 

husband made while making their children's lives tie with the social structures of Ciudad 

Juarez (see Chapters 4 and 5). 

These moments of my fieldwork experience clarified the insistence that as Mexicanas 

we ought to live on the Mexican side of the political divide. It also shed light on the 

research women's insistence on providing specific company for their children. Because 

in retaining place, in retaining (and containing) location within a social space, the 
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possibilities for promoting the normalizing ways and for perpetuating the bourgeois self 

(Foucault [1976] 1990) exponentially increase. 

Ana and other border residents are not simply afraid that they will "become lazy" in 

having to cross the intemational bridge once or several times a day. They are not just 

afraid, as they claim, that order and cleanliness as well as the services provided by 

governmental entities will make them more comfortable and loyal to living in El Paso 

rather than in Ciudad Juarez. These well-off Mexicanas and Mexicanos are afraid that 

their children—and perhaps specifically their daughters—will hang out not just with their 

Engranaje relatives and friends in Juarez but with other children and adolescents in the 

United States that may eventually lead them away from the perpetuation of their 

bourgeois lifestyles. 

For if the links with the directive classes of the old country are entirely broken, the 

separation from one set of structures, coupled with their participation in another, will 

create a dislocation of class. And this convergence will make them the (dreaded) Other 

Mexican, the Mexican American—not simply the Glorias, Susannes and Martas, who can 

still pass as "being from Juarez," but the economically surviving immigrant from Mexico, 

those referred to as the Pocho, the Pocha. 
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Chapter 7 
Weaving our Lives across a Two-Nation Divide 

Introduction 

The data presented as an introduction to this chapter was pieced together from 

conversations with two of the Avvocato-Valverde sisters primarily between 1996 and 

2001. At the time of our recorded conversations in 1996, one of the sisters was having 

severe kidney problems and while she remembered vividly most aspects of her life, past 

and present, she was having a hard time remembering specific dates. On the other hand, 

an older sister, in spite of her advanced age, seemed to always recall many details of their 

lives, including dates and names of present and past. 

As our visits continued for months and then years, I raised questions from the initial 

recorded conversations with both sisters. Where possible, I also corroborated with other 

family members some of the dates, especially when the data given by the sisters didn't 

coincide or in instances where either one wasn't completely sure about a given year of 

occurrence. In a few instances, however, I have had to resort to simply presenting 

generalized timeframes. I have done so in order for the reader to be able to locate the 

contextual historical moments even if the specificity of a month or year has been lost. 

By abbreviating the narratives of these women's life stories it is my intention to depict 

how one family in two adjoining nations has dealt with the issues of class differentiation, 

expected gendered behavior and nation-ness discussed in the previous chapters. 
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Unresolved Issues of Self and States 

Fixing the limits of territorial jurisdiction between neighboring countries can be a complicated 
process that may involve conflict. A line that is not precisely and permanently determined at an 
early stage of contact may probe a source of contention for generations. 

Martinez [1988] 1991:8. 

To live in a border is to continuously be off balance... because the ground keeps moving... 
Benjamin Alire Saenz, while discussing the historically futile attempts to "fi.x 
the organicity" of the El Paso river and of the people in the region. Lecture, 
University of Te.xas El Paso. April 9, 1998. 

One of the most striking physical characteristics of the area primarily comprised by 

the cities where I did my fieldwork, that of Juarez, Chihuahua, and El Paso, Texas, is the 

fact that they are two large cities, one immediately adjacent to the other, forming a single 

conurbation. Yet one city lies in Mexico while the other one, in the United States. This 

physical characteristic becomes more prominent not only with the fact that the area sits in 

the middle of, and practically surrounded by, the Chihuahua desert, but with the fact that 

in order to go from one side to the other of the conurbation individuals face immigration 

and customs checkpoints on both sides of the divide between nations. 

And while the issue of belonging to one country or another may be a mute question in 

the daily life of most people throughout the United States and Mexico, the issue of 

nation-ness, of imagining a sense of belonging as well as a duty to be faithful to a culture 

and country held in common with others, appears to be ever-present in the lives of most 

people who reside in this area. It is a shadow of the self that not only makes people think 

about these issues while making a life at the border, but it is also a presence that often 

carries individual and collective conflict. Furthermore, living in this border area and 

attempting to cross the political divide forces individuals to define these ideas, this sense. 
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shadow and presence as people are asked to "declare" their allegiances to the inspectors 

at the border stations. 

The conflict that both Martinez ([1988] 1991) and Saenz (1998) alluded to in the 

above-cited texts, on the one hand referenced the quarrels between two sets of 

governmental entities as the demarcation of national boundaries between two countries is 

established and subsequently patrolled. On the other hand, however, both authors 

referenced the conflict of and between individuals as lives are developed in sites where 

two nations collide. In addition, specific elements of the conflict can be retained and then 

carried across time by people as well as by entities, even though such elements may not 

ever be necessarily resolved. 

Sometime during 1913, a young U.S. Immigration officer of Italian descent evidently 

confided in another young Italian immigrant in the EI Paso-Ciudad Juarez area and 

advised him that if he was still thinking of migrating to the United States the moment to 

do so was at hand. The Me.xican Revolution had been ongoing for three years (see 

Chapter 3, Notes 8 and 9) and President Porfirio Diaz had been deposed. President 

Madero had been assassinated and the regional revolutionary factions were becoming 

very powerful. In light of these revolutionary conditions in Mexico, it was going to get 

progressively harder to secure U.S. immigration documents for those thinking of leaving 

that country. 
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In Northern Mexico, Francisco, Pancho Villa' and his followers were raiding the 

homes of large property owners in the region, especially those of "foreigners" (MIAC 

1996). On the other hand, in the United States, the great wave of Italian immigration had 

reached an all time high.' 

Young Pietro Avvocato, an 18-year old with S800 dollars in his pocket and a desire to 

eventually settle in the United States, had migrated from Sicily to Mexico during the 

early 1880's. The ability to migrate into Mexico had apparently been facilitated by the 

Diaz regime's policy of promoting the migration of White Europeans into Mexico 

(Orozco Linares 1984; AAQ 1997). Yet, the S800 dollars seem to have been the outcome 

of the sale of one of two flourmills his family owned. Young Pietro, the only male 

offspring of his family, migrated then to this continent with his father's mandate to use 

the money wisely and produce the capital that could eventually take other family 

members to "America" (AAQ 1996). 

Arriving in Veracruz, he managed to travel north to the State of Chihuahua where he 

is said to have invested in a tract of land in order to first cultivate what was familiar to 

him, wheat. Within a few years he purchased another tract of land that contained wild 

horses, "una caballada" (MIAC 1997). Eventually, Pietro would invest in cattle. And the 

' For elaborations on the role of Doroteo Arango—aka Francisco Villa—during the Mexican Revolution see, 
for e.xample, the anonymous diary of a revolutionary soldier edited by Delgado 1975; Brondo VVhitt 1984; 
Katz 1998. 
" Between 1900 and 1914 Italian immigration represented about a fourth of the total migration into the 
United States. While the total number of Italians migrating in 1900 is documented at 100.000, by 1914 it 
reached almost 284,000. However, during the period of 1915-1920, the number of Italians migrating into 
the United States dropped considerably. This downturn trend continued until after 1921 when a second 
large wave of Italian immigration is documented (Kurian 1994). 



271 

young entrepreneur eventually also became a successful businessman, establishing 

bakeries and a drugstore in Ciudad Juarez. About 1890 though, Pietro Avvocato, 

additionally married Trinidad Valverde, the 15-year old daughter of wealthy landowners 

belonging to old and respected families from Senecii, a valley settlement east^ of Ciudad 

Juarez and El Paso (MIAC 1996; AAQ 1996). 

By the end of the 19th century, the settlement of Senecii was located on the southerly 

banks of the Rio Bravo and was thus considered part of Mexico. However, the Valverde 

lands had evidently been cut up during the second half of the 19th century not only by the 

Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo but also by the meandering river carrying torrential rains 

and purportedly marking the limits of the United States and Mexico in this area. 

Hundred-year-old questions of the lands' location—within which country?—as well as 

new claims of ownership and issues of compensation were left in abeyance not only by 

the Gadsen Treaty of 1853 and the river bank resolutions of the 1890's, but also by the 

Chamizal Treaty of 1963.^ 

In 1996, Antonina,^ one of the remaining daughters of Trini Valverde and Pietro 

Avvocato, explained to me this family land problem along the lines that the Treaty of 

^ The 1630 mission and convent of San Antonio de Padua Senecii was located approximately 240 
kilometers north of El Paso del Norte. From here. Fray Garcia de San Francisco, Guardian of that convent, 
is said to have managed the construction of the permanent Guadalupe mission structure in El Paso. 
However, in 1682. after the Indian Revolt in New Mexico. San Antonio de Padua Senecii del Sur was built 
in the vicinity of present day Ascarate Park in cast El Paso. Te.xas. By 1828. a new structure was built, the 
present day Mision de Scnecii, now in Ciudad Juarez (Aguirre Chavez 1988). 
•* For detailed elaborations on these international projects see, for e.xample, Martinez [1988] 1991; Heiras 
Arzolarza 1997. 
^ On multiple occasions Antonina proudly pointed out that she had been named af^er her Italian 
grandmother, Antonina Monaco. Her "business" name was Antonina Avvocato de Quirarte, she would say. 
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Guadalupe Hidalgo had marked the nations' boundary up to the blurry eastern edges of 

the Paso del Norte general area, while the Gadsen Treaty defined the boundaries west of 

the demarcated limits of the town of Paso del Norte. And while the Chamizal Treaty 

eventually addressed one inlet that had been made through the movement of the river, the 

Cordova Island, other less obvious tracts of land east of this Cordova Island, between 

El Paso and Ysleta, were simply "taken" by American government officials, "como 

siempre lo hacen," as they so often do. "If the United States were a great country," 

Antonina liked to remark, "he" would have already studied and resolved "issues of 

transcendence" such as these. 

Instead, the unresolved issues of the Valverde lands, like other parcels of land along 

the U.S.-Mexico border, have remained to this day a bitter issue for some, including 

members of the Avvocato-Valverde family (AAQ 1996). 

Nevertheless, in 1913, Pietro Awocato, known in Ciudad Juarez and EI Paso by his 

name as translated into Spanish, Pedro Abogado, owned in conjunction with his wife 

Trini a number of properties on both sides of the political divide. In fact, these properties 

included a portion of the Valverde lands that had been evidently inherited by Doiia Trini 

through her own Valverde-Rey family ties. Also by this time, Pietro had managed to 

bring from Salaparuta, Sicily, his mother, father, sisters, and a cousin to the region. 

but "people" simply knew her by her "chopped up name," Nina Quirarte. For purposes of my research, 
Nina asked that her real name, Antonina and her nickname, Nina, be used (AAQ 1996). Also, see 
Chapter 3 for another moment of Nina Quirarte. 
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Yet, the matter of Pietro obtaining Mexican citizenship had never been officially 

resolved, in spite of the fact that this citizenship had been petitioned to the Mexican 

immigration officials as early as 1905, that is, several years prior to the 1910 beginning 

of the Mexican Revolution. Legally, he was an immigrant in Mexico while his wife and 

children were all Mexican citizens.^ Nevertheless, socially, Pietro was still considered a 

foreigner in the region and, as such, an enemy of Pancho Villa. Loading a wagon with as 

many household items as they could and with the only traveling male adult, Pietro, 

dressed as a woman, the Avvocato-Valverde family fled Ciudad Juarez and re-settled 

across the international boundary in El Paso, Texas (MIAC 1996). Two of the children in 

this flight were Antonina, 13, and Maria Isabel, 6.^ 

At the end of the Revolution in the late 1920's, Pietro, Trini and the surviving 

children, including Maria Isabel, Mariquita, remained in El Paso, Texas. However, 

Antonina, Nina, had married and moved back to Ciudad Juarez. In our conversations, 

Nina maintained that it was precisely at the end of the "last Revolution" that six 

government officials from Mexico City, accompanied by an attorney, visited with Don 

Pietro. And these officials evidently offered to, at the very least, partially compensate 

him for the losses of land and property sustained during the Revolution--"something the 

^ There were 13 children bom to Pietro and Trini, 11 of which evidently sur\ ivcd into adulthood. While 
living in Juarez, some of the children were bom there and were initially citizens of Me.vico. The remainder, 
however, were later bom in El Paso. 

See Chapter 5, Note 2. Also, in Chapter 5 1 have incorporated other moments of Maria Isabel, Mariquita 
Clarke's life. 
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U.S. government has never done with regards to the disputed Valverde lands," Nina 

reiterated on a number of occasions (AAQ 1996-2002). 

Nina and Mariquita 

The fact that during my fieldwork 1 was able to find and develop a close friendship of 

several years with two sisters who made their lives on different sides of this U.S.-Mexico 

political divide was an unusual personal privilege as well as an uncommon academic 

opportunity. The many moments we shared provided me with the rare opportunity of 

observing how it was that "las costumbres de nosotros" were not only woven into the 

everyday lives of these two women but how it is that contradictions and transformations 

to this unifying discourse are often negotiated and carried out in this border area. 

The overall narrative and lifestyles of these two women was undoubtedly the same as 

that of other members of the of the well-located regional directive groups, "la clase media 

acomodada." Furthermore, both of them carried the assurance and pride observed in 

others within these class structures. Yet, Mariquita and Nina, though sisters, grew up and 

made their lives on opposite sides of this U.S.-Mexico political divide. And, because of 

each area's political and economic histories, the class structures formed and lived on one 

side do not necessarily mirror those of the other side. The production and reproduction of 

ways of being and ways of life, then, is bound to occur differently on each side. 

Superficially, Nina and Mariquita's perspectives on appearance, language use, 

schooling, socializing, working, and the accumulation of various forms of capital could 

appear to be the same. Yet, a closer look at their everyday lives revealed not only 
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marked disparities but many of the details of their dissimilarities. And these experiences 

allowed me to understand the wider contexts in which the differences of these two sisters 

surfaced. They also helped me to understand aspects of the relations between members 

of the subsequent generations of Avvocato-Valverde families. Furthermore, observing 

Mariquita and Nina for prolonged periods of time allowed me to savor the ways whereby 

the life of one sister mirrored those of other Mexicana women in El Paso, while the 

positions of the other seemed to mirror those of other Juarez Engranaje women. 

The following passages from their life stories were excerpted in order to glimpse how 

it is that Nina and Mariquita played out the normalizing customs discussed through 

chapters 3, 4, 5, and 6. As I argued in these chapters, the customs, laden with issues of 

class, gender, and nationhood, are in fact mandates to self and others. And the mandates 

not only carry vestiges of colonizing endeavors in the region; they continue to transform 

that very same colonial discourse. 

In 1913, when the Avvocato-Valverde family moved to the El Paso side of the Paso 

del Norte, Nina, 13, had already finished elementary school in Ciudad Juarez and 

proceeded to attend school in El Paso. Mariquita, 6, began and eventually completed all 

her formal schooling in El Paso, graduating from El Paso High*^ around 1925. 

Established in 1901, El Paso High was the first public high school in El Paso, Te.xas. Locatcd in central 
El Paso, "La High" moved to its present site by 1916. 
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Both Nina and Mariquita attended schools in El Paso's Segundo Barrio,^ a fact that 

Nina evidently still resented. "Here (in Ciudad Juarez) we were 'gente' but in El Paso, 

the public school officials immediately placed us in the school for Mexicans," she 

casually yet scornfully liked to remark. So, within a few months from their move from 

Ciudad Juarez to El Paso in 1913, Nina switched again from a public to a private school 

in El Paso. Nonetheless, she left school shortly thereafter in order to assist her mother 

full-time in the task of rearing the family children. 

In our conversations. Nina explained that the reason she helped in the upbringing of 

her sisters and brothers—as a child in Ciudad Juarez but especially as a young woman in 

El Paso—was because their mother, Trini, always hired older women to work in their 

home. These women. Nina argued, not only lacked the stamina to deal with the number 

of children involved: they also had other ways, "otros modos," and, therefore, could not 

be charged with the task of bringing up the family children (AAQ 1996). Furthermore, 

the fact that the children were now growing up in El Paso and that Mexico was in a state 

of war complicated the hiring and retaining of "buenos empleados," good employees 

(ibid). But in spite of Nina's early family obligations and the localized by-products of the 

Revolution being experienced in the area during those years, the young woman continued 

to visit her circle of friends in Juarez regularly. 

At the turn of the 20"' Century, El Paso, Texas, was divided geographically and politically into four 
wards. The Second Ward was comprised of an area in central El Paso adjacent to the river and it was 
primarily inhabited by Me.xican American or newly-migrated Me.xicano families of various means. To this 
day, the area is referred in Spanish as El Segundo Barrio, the Second Ward, although none of the other 
tum-of-the-century wards are called by their ward names any more. 
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She maintained these friendships with the people she "had grown up with"'" because 

these people, Nina insisted, shared her same customs, "esas costumbres que son tan de 

nosotros..." So, in spite of the troublesome times, especially for young women in the 

region," she managed to secure permission from her parents to continue her "social life" 

in Juarez~at least during the day hours. And it was during one of those afternoon visits 

that Nina met her husband. They were married only a few months later, in 1919. 

Mariquita, on the other hand, grew up in El Paso. She was "practically raised by 

Nina" (AAQ 1996; MIAC 1996) but by the time Nina married and subsequently moved 

to Juarez, Mariquita was still a young "El Paso teenager." An avid dancer, she often 

enjoyed describing how she didn't even think of marrying until she was 23 or 24, because 

she "was having a good time." "Throughout the 1920's we would go to dances and 

parties not only in Juarez or at the Casino Mexicano in El Paso (see Chapter 6, Note 7), 

but we would also simply organize our own parties and even dances at all the girls' 

homes" (MIAC 1996). In one of these dances Mariquita met her future husband, a life 

story she particularly liked to tell because her husband-to-be did not dance. As a 

Mexicano of Scottish descent, the young man had attended a "Protestant" school in El 

The e.xpression in Spanish "la gente con la que creci," the people I grew up with, is usually taken to mean 
the people I have shared my life experiences with, that is "growlh" as more of an overall phenomenon 
rather than just a physical one. Still Nina liked to sardonically, and often, play with this particular 
e.xpression because of her minute height, "4-4 before I began shrinking with age" (AAQ 1996-2002). 
" The stories about Pancho Villa and his Dorados abducting young women in the towns and cities they 
occupied during the Revolution abound, although seldom in written form. For a veiled e.xception see Nellie 
Campobello's references to these occurrences in Cartucho [1916-1920] 2000. 
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Paso, Colegio Palmore,'" where Mariquita recalled he had evidently been socialized into 

thinking that dancing was a frivolous, unacceptable behavior. 

In describing these teenage years in El Paso, Mariquita always insisted that her friends 

were her classmates at El Paso High. And it was at this public school that she met "other 

Americanos," those of Jewish, Lebanese, and Syrian descent, or "simply other Anglos" 

(ibid). Nevertheless, she also admitted that, for the most part, she "really" only socialized 

with the children of Mexicano families of El Paso. "...We all shared the same customs... 

those of us who were Me.xicanos from El Paso and the Mexicanos from Juarez," 

Mariquita asserted on several occasions. "...And we always went to Juarez... yet..yes. 

my friend friends were really from El Paso" (ibid). 

So, while Nina attended schools on both sides of the border, she maintained her social 

ties primarily in Ciudad Juarez. Mariquita, on the other hand, did all her schooling in 

El Paso and socialized for the most part in El Paso--although with friends of Mexicano 

descent. And both of them maintained relationships with members of their extended 

families on both sides of the political divide. 

But both of them also talked about socializing the remainder of their lives with the 

same people, "la gente de siempre" regardless of whether these people lived in Juarez or 

in El Paso. This knowledge of what the expression "la gente de siempre" means, was 

articulated in almost identical words by a number of the research participants. If we link 

The Palmore School in El Paso and its corresponding Colegio Palmore in the city of Chihuahua were an 
alternative "Protestant" and "modem" source for private elementary and secondary schooling in the region. 
Opened at the turn of the 19"' century they remained in business until the early 1960's. 
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the arguments that these "same" people share the "same" customs, regardless of everyday 

life conditions and contexts that would include where the cultural moment is experienced, 

one could infer that research participants were in fact referencing a purported culture 

group. Furthermore, they were referencing it in a way that tells us that not only is the 

group perceived as a contained unit but as one that transcends the political divide in this 

border area. 

While conducting fieldwork, 1 frequently wondered what was this homogeneous thing 

transcending the border of two nation-states, the sameness, that Mariquita and Nina, like 

many others, often alluded to; I additionally wondered how was it that one could actually 

discern the elements of difference these same people just as often talked about. 

The differences marked were, at one level, between themselves and the people outside 

their social spheres, that is, the discourse was ostensibly one of group affiliation, of social 

class. Yet, at another level, the discourse of differentiation entailed differences between 

Mexicanos and Mexicanas of El Paso and those of Juarez. .And this discourse of 

differences in customs, but also of expected gendered behavior, of individual and 

collective power, authority, status, and position within a social order, was usually simply 

disguised in our conversations as belonging to one country or the other. In fact, this was 

the difference I heard from several other research participants when they spoke in the 

veiled terms of "las de El Paso" o "las de Juarez" (MTRR 1995; MIAC 1996; RJPG 

1996; CVV 1996; MAW 1997; LV 1997). 
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Within this second layer of difference seem to rest the dissimilarities often referenced 

by Mariquita and Nina with regards to each other—and each other's families. Yet, the 

dissimilarities also pointed to changes in particular customs primarily driven by changes 

in positions within wider social, economic and political structures. And, as a researcher, I 

wondered how I could ever describe momentary snapshots of similarities and differences 

of two sisters within these broader terms. 

Here were two women, two sisters, weaving their lives in communities that are 

adjacent to one another but lie within two different nation-states. They had separately 

and on many occasions conversed with me about their lives, one that was lived in Ciudad 

Juarez, Chihuahua, and the other one primarily in El Paso. Texas. And during these 

conversations, they often took the position of marking, though casually shrugging off, 

their differences through references of adherence to unspecified yet purported national 

cultures. For in attempting to explain—or not—the differences, Mariquita enigmatically 

simply smiled and asserted, "...it's that my sister is very Mexicana." Nina, on the other 

hand, would often argue, "...it's that they (her brothers and sisters) became American." 

And from my obser\'ations, Mariquita and Nina were similar yet worlds apart. And their 

similarities and differences were simply shrouded in the long-term conflict between 

nations. 

Both sisters and their children shared some physical features with each other; they also 

held a family history in common. Some of the children even seemed to mingle at family 
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reunions. But when I saw Nina and Mariquita together, their similarities and differences 

seemed outlandish. 

Both sported a dry. almost quiet sense of humor in their eyes and in their comments. 

Yet one was almost openly sarcastic while the other one was cautiously reserv ed in her 

humor. The humor of one bordered on an incessant tease, especially when she mocked 

her friend at the Bingo tables or when she replied to the inquiries made by the 

anthropologist. Yet the almost caustic comments of the other one were simply casually 

delivered on occasion while always retaining an air of authority, conveyed at the same 

time with self-control. 

Both spoke impeccable Spanish, "como debe ser" (MIAC 1997). and impeccable 

English, "como lo hablan los americanos" (AAQ 1996). And both voiced the spelling of 

their father's family name in English—A V V O C A T O—regardless of whether they 

were speaking English or Spanish at the moment of the spelling. 

Both taught their children Spanish as well as English at home. Yet. the children of 

one began speaking for the most part only English while growing up, whether inside and 

out of the home, primarily through schooling experiences, "particularly sports" (MIAC 

1996).'^ Subsequent military, work, and marriage experiences set their everyday 

Recently. Mariquita's youngest son mentioned that he does not remember having learned Spanish at 
home although he fully understands Spanish and speaks it well. His lack of memory of Spanish learning is 
understandable, though, because given the age differences between siblings he was closcr in age to his 
deceased sister's children, his cousins, who came to li%e in the household after their mother. Mariquita's 
daughter, died. As .Mariquita had explained this language use process at her home to me. the children 
began to speak English amongst themselves while continuing to address the elders in Spanish. Eventually, 
English was. for the most part, the language spoken at home. 
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experiences in a single language, English. On the other hand, the children of the other 

sister were initially educated in Me.xico solely in Spanish but being sent to the United 

States for their university education solidified their knowledge of and fluency in the 

English language. One set of adult offspring addressed their respective mother and 

grandmother in English, the other set in Spanish. 

Both women shared strong family ties with the Catholic Church, including the 

Awocato aunts who were nuns. But while one sister insisted in providing a helping hand 

to others through small acts of kindness, especially in her work settings, the other 

participated in Church-organized community activities such as the ones I described in 

Chapter 4. One insisted on being consistently generous in her donations at every Sunday 

mass because, after all, "priests need to eat too." The other one received visits from nuns 

and priests at her home where pledges of monies were made and delivered in order to 

develop buildings and promote institutions. 

Both of them seemed well dressed all the time, even when they were sick in bed or in 

the hospital. Yet one usually sported an ample collection of trouser outfits with matching 

sweaters, sports coats, silk scarves and SAS penny loafers adapted to her--by then-

distorted feet. And the other one often wore Chanel-cut, two-piece suits with very large 

buttons—suits which she had knitted herself in earlier years yet looked perfectly new. 

She also liked to wear somber "Sunday" dresses, always completing her outfits with silk 

stockings and laced walking shoes. 
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Both had their hair done by their respective hairdressers at least once a week and both 

were particular about how their hands and nails looked. "..Hija, tienes que cuidarte esas 

manos," Mariquita would admonish me'^ while Nina urged me to wear rubber gloves 

even when taking care of my houseplants. Neither one cared for jewelry, except for the 

simple earrings and plain wedding bands usually worn by them together with the small 

Catholic faith medallions around their necks. One wore the medallion of the Virgen del 

Carmen that at one time belonged to her deceased daughter while the other one always 

wore the earrings her deceased son had given her earlier in his medical career. 

Their respective home surroundings were somber although punctuated here and there 

by porcelain statuettes. Dresden figurines, and china tea sets. "My father taught us to live 

the way one should live—a comfortable but simple life," Nina often admonished (AAQ 

1996). And while one's furniture consisted of immaculately kept antique pieces, the 

other one opted for "modem," "practical" ftimiture. Nevertheless, Mariquita had her slim 

antique twin bed adapted with a "practical" lift and fold mattress that facilitated her 

elderly movements while Nina kept her ample bed covered with well-presen'ed Italian 

woven-cloth bedspreads. She had made them many years ago with fabric she brought 

from a trip to the "land of my father," Italy. And both of them kept an array of 

'•* The expression translates along the lines of "you have to take care of those hands." But Mariquita 
always seemed to punctuate her admonishment to me by calling me her daughter, "hija." Furthermore, the 
con\ ersations with both of them regarding the upkeep of my hands oftentimes tied with con\ ersations 
about the importance of looking w ell, regardless or whether or not one has "worked like a man"--or a 
laborer—all their lives. 
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photographs of their respective children, grandchildren, great-grandchildren and great 

great-grandchildren. 

Mariquita passed away one May morning in 2001 at the age of 93. And up to that 

day, whether in person or by telephone, Nina, who was seven years older, referred to 

Mariquita as "mi hermanita." my little, my dear sister (AAQ 1996-2002). On the many 

occasions I spent time with them together Nina immediately assumed the position of 

mothering while Mariquita assumed the position of quietly resisting. 

One had developed a career in real estate in El Paso while working to supplement her 

husband's income in order to raise her children and those of her deceased daughter. The 

other one continued "cultivating" her social, political and economic relations in Ciudad 

Juarez, which, as a young widow and then throughout her life, helped her to develop her 

own capital through cotton and wheat farming. And she managed to do this not only with 

her inherited lands but with subsequently acquired lands as well. One talked about the 

difficulties in teaching her children and grandchildren in the United States to retain 

language and customs of past, while the other one insisted on carrying out the 

missionizing endeavor of language, customs, and place with her family members across 

the political divide. 

One often liked to say "no se como es que mi hermana se hizo tan Americana," I don't 

know how is it that my sister became so Americanized. And the other one smirked just 

as often while she justified all of her sister's positions through the expression "my sister 

is very very~muuuy~Mexicana." Yet, the question remains, where the differences 
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between these sisters as well as between other Mexicanas of the directive classes— 

between "las de Juarez" and "las de El Paso"--differences and conflict of mere fidelity to 

an assumed "national culture?" Or can the differences in fact be pointing to the 

positional changes within political, economic and social structures one experiences while 

crossing from one side to the other of the nations' divide. ' 

Premises of the Investigation 

When I left the University of Arizona and returned to the Ciudad Juarez-El Paso area, 

to the Paso del Norte, I knew that in spite of the excitement of returning home and 

initiating my "fieldwork experience" I also carried the responsibilities that came with 

having elected to do my research in these two cities, my hometowns. In other words, I 

was aware that being what is called in anthropology circles in the United States "a native 

anthropologist" carries not only specific opportunities and possibilities but also particular 

obligations to the people, the structures and the histories that tie you to a community-or 

two. Furthermore, I was aware that upon completion of my doctoral program I was 

planning to continue being a part of these communities. 

It was precisely the communal links of my nativism that allowed me not only to reach 

certain spaces and to take advantage of specific moments but also to converse with 

particular individuals. At times, the convergence of specific spaces-moments-and people 

even re-kindled the remote connectedness of the pasts we shared. At the same time, in 

the process of questioning that which had become second nature to me, that which 

becomes assumed, the common knowledge one develops while making a life, turn out to 
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be a source of difficulty and at times even an aversion for me. For in the processes of 

conducting fieldwork in the Ciudad Juarez-El Paso region I had to resolve that the 

urbanized area is merely a speck within a rather large matrix of relationships (Kondo 

1990) between Mexico and the United States. And, deeper subtleties of the matrix fabric 

additionally include older relationships of these two countries with other European 

imperial powers. 

That is, the matrices of power lying in that portion of the Chihuahua Desert that 

sustains the cities of Juarez and El Paso are saturated with the histories of people 

relations, of groups of people who have been displaced while others rule, of people who 

have been transformed and have transformed those carrying out colonial and colonizing 

endeavors. And within this weave of human relations, issues of differentiation and 

distantiation abound. 

As I began to reduce the research scope and focused on the people that make their 

lives in this weave of relationships, I sought specific types of women, women of Mexican 

backgrounds, various age groups, preferably making their lives on both sides of the 

political divide. Pasenas. And I approached them with the simple-mindedness of a 

researcher in a first "field" experience. Furthermore, this researcher had been partaking 

in the economic, political, and social structures in the United States that had marked her. 

over several years, with the stamp of individualism. Yet the study area was not only 

about structures and systems as lived in the United States: the area was an old Indian, 
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then Spanish, then Mexican settlement that had been transformed into a border between 

the U.S. and Mexico. 

When I asked the women who became part of the research to tell me about themselves 

I often heard expressions such as "mi vida no tiene chiste," my life is not that interesting 

(CVV 1996) or "que de mi vida," what about my life (MSMB 1997). And as their life 

stories began to unravel through our conversations, that is, as they began to tell me about 

their "selves" a myriad of characters and histories of relationships began to surface. 

Furthermore, as I insisted on asserting my (".American") individualism, in arguing that I 

really didn't belong anymore to the ("Mexican") structures and systems being described 

to me, I was to find out that as a Mexican American researcher, as a Chicana, working 

precisely at the wedge where the split between Mexico and the United States is lived 

every day, poses research issues of and by itself 

Through my personal and career interests as well as my academic formation in 

sociology and anthropology I knew that aggregates of people and their "cultures" were 

linked. I also knew that people and histories were inextricably tied. Furthermore, I knew 

that the production of everyday life carries the residues of past relationships, the muck of 

years past. What I had not realized is that, as we engage everyday life, our persons, our 

individual selves can also be formed against a number of these relationships of past and 

present. That is, through my fieldwork experiences I came to realize that, at the political 

line between the United States and Mexico which is known as the Ciudad Juarez-El Paso 

area, there are people who not only weave their lives every day across this two-nation 
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divide: their whole identities, the knowledge engaged in their everyday production of 

life, has been formed in relationship to the histories and the systems, to the effects of 

power that have shaped the particular divide. 

Following Lavie (1990), I then distanced myself from the products of my research to 

observe the transformation of the researcher. Within that distance I noticed that the 

individualist, pragmatic person who had learned to function successfully on one side of 

the Paso del Norte divide, in El Paso, was not the same individual that navigated the 

social and political systems in Ciudad Juarez. Furthermore, within these layers of 

distancing I was able to re-obser\'e the social maps that had surfaced during the data 

collection stage of the research project. And in them, I found vestiges of a number of 

previous individual and collective relations. 

Summary of Findings 

Many of the women I recorded during my fieldwork experience often talked about a 

class centeredness that, in spite of the rapidly-changing economic and political systems 

being lived in the area, appears to remain pivotal in the production and reproduction of 

their ways of being and of imitated ways of life. The class centeredness was usually 

explained in terms of belonging to a "class of people." to a social group recognized in 

many parts of Latin America by the term "clase media acomodada," the well-located, 

well-positioned (and directive) upper middle classes. 

Although the class centeredness, as lived, is usually recognized in terms of a 

collectivity, as in a type of well-to-do "social class," the individuals participating in these 
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groups and lifestyles are not necessarily affluent people. Furthermore, while the groups 

are sometimes also recognized as "old families" of a given site, the wealth of the 

individual members of each family varies widely. In fact, this type of social class is 

measured not in terms of economic wealth or property accumulation but rather in terms 

of accumulated activities and accomplishments of individuals over prolonged periods of 

time as well as by the recognition of these actions by a surrounding community. 

Yet, the knowledge of centrality of action and belonging does provide those 

participating in these groups with a social capital that includes not only the histories of 

relationships and activities that link them to larger economic and political schemes of 

past and present, but to the mandates of their expected behavior as well. Moreover, while 

the social capital provides them with an assurance and pride of this knowledge of 

belonging to very specific regional status groups, this very same knowledge can help 

them coalesce with others in broader arenas. 

In the particular case of the area where I did my research, the centrality of action and 

belonging refers to perceived locations within the political, economic and social systems 

and structures forged primarily on the Mexican side of the border area studied. 

Nevertheless, belonging to the "clase media acomodada," as well as living and promoting 

their ways, was touted by Pasenas on both sides of the Ciudad Juarez-El Paso divide. 

More specifically, the mandates to self and others, which historically have emanated from 

these centrally-located and directive groups, were in this case simply mentioned in casual 
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ways while sharing a cup of coffee and recounting life stories—regardless on which side 

of the political divide the conversations were taking place. 

That is, the knowledge of belonging, but also the knowledge of the normal and 

normalizing ways, transcends the political boundary between two nations. What is more, 

the mandates of behavior, as lived, pointed to processes whereby individuals not only 

subtly participate in the task of normalizing the ways; they are also actively engaged in 

producing knowledge of these ways. 

The perceived centeredness of and by members of well-located groups encountered 

through my research is linked to a number of historical moments in both Mexico and the 

United States as these were specifically lived in the Paso del Norte region. The 

development of this region as a whole can (and should) be explained by addressing 

agreements bet\veen entities that segmented two countries, by describing the changes in 

the region as a whole with the arrival of railroads and the region's linkage to modem 

capitalism, and even by analyzing certain aspects of the implementation of divergent 

nation-state projects. After all, only by understanding the past can we truly contextualize 

the present. Yet, it is just as important to address the location of individuals within the 

social and political spaces created, the location of human beings within the structures and 

systems forged through these very same histories. Because it is within the specificities of 

individual lives that one can begin to understand why people perceive particular locations 

within the structures forged through the histories. It is these specificities that can shed 

light on seemingly mundane questions such as how "should" one look, walk and talk? 
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What languages "'should" one speak? What side of the political divide "should" one live 

on? And how is it that one "really" relates to others? 

The women engaged in the research often touted specific ways, customs and 

knowledge they simply described as "las costumbres de nosotros," our customs. I 

obser\'ed these ways, and the schemes of differentiation emanating from them, being 

reinforced through marriage and family relations as well as through participation in other 

institutions such as particular schools, churches and social clubs. I also noticed the 

customs being reinforced through social gatherings that promote meetings between 

members of the well-positioned groups as well as the customs being promoted and 

reinforced through simple everyday encounters. Nonetheless, the customs and the 

schemes of differentiation emanating from them were also diluted and transformed 

through the same engagement settings because, as I argued in Chapter 3, junctures and 

ruptures of ideas can and do occur in the momentary exchanges of every day, that is, 

within the daily production of life. 

While the discourse of the women studied seemed to center around issues of 

participation in a type of social class, as I analyzed the recorded conversations as well as 

my field notes I noticed that an almost paradoxical combination of well-to-do women 

living simple, unassuming everyday lives was also present. That is, the women's 

discourse of assurance and pride, of belonging to a perceived social group and a class of 

people, undoubtedly, though in a subtle way, took precedence over any other type of 

differentiation schemes addressed or acted out. Yet, their discourse also included other 
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normalizing ways evidently intended not only to mark a women's path but also to 

incorporate her into specific communities at large. 

Some of the differentiation schemes lived out by these women included those based 

solely on economic characteristics, although those of race and color features, as well as 

age and the permutations of all these attributes, were often additionally present 

throughout our conversations. Yet, when the assurance and pride of class were coupled 

with issues of gender, specific types of discourse surfaced. 

As I elaborated in Chapter 4, the women participating in the research project seemed, 

for the most part, quite strong in their opinions and in the ways they related to family 

members and others about them. At the same time, the ways most of them carried 

themselves and the ways they lived were quite unassuming, even self-effacing. 

As I questioned specifics of the observed behavior, I found out that "providing a 

helping hand" as well as other ways of being resourceful, assiduous, pious and prudent 

were not only internalized ways of being: they were a desired and expected behavior-

one designed especially for women. In other words, within a realm of womanly 

performance marked by specific lines of containment and usefulness, a gendered 

differentiation was ever present, even if the differentiation was veiled, both in the forms it 

is lived as in the forms it is spoken of 

Nonetheless, lending a helping hand not only placed these women within a different 

form of public domain, but their activities were an integral part in the formation of agents 

for the production and reproduction of a specific social order. And while the social 
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ordering has taken a number of turns and shapes in this region across time, the mandates 

for behavior remain coined in the discourse that this is the way women of Mexican 

customs should live—regardless of which side of the political divide they live in. 

Still, as I argued throughout this study, the entrenched ways of today are, in fact, an 

outcome of particular colonization processes in the region, processes through which 

"being a good woman" became the template for not being considered the Colonized 

(female) Other. This Colonized Other does not solely refer to the Indigenous or African 

impoverished women and men initially serving the Spanish colonizers throughout 

Mexico including those in its Northern settlements. The Colonized Other also included a 

second set of people, the region's poor Mestizas and Mestizos of the late Spanish colonial 

experiences. These impoverished women and men, who usually worked in almost 

enslaved conditions, were often differentiated for not having Europeanized ways, 

"buenos modos, modos de la gente de razon, de la gente decente" (see, for example, 

Alonso 1995; Garza-Falcon 1998). 

The "Europeanized—Spanish—ways" already included a template for womanly 

behavior promoted through the Spanish Renaissance writings and intended to separate the 

purported "Spanish" woman from that of the Arab and Jewish groups that had occupied 

Spain. And the template of ways included belonging or not to the families perceived by 

their neighbors as the producers, the leading "colonos" in each settlement. However, 

given the circumstances of extreme temperatures, harsh living conditions, isolated towns, 

and the threat of rebellious indigenous groups surrounding the colonial experiences of 
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Northern New Spain-subsequently Northern Mexico—the specific mandate of providing 

a helping hand became an important element of the template of desired-mandated ways. 

However, with the arrival of the White American to the region during the 19th 

century, as well as with the subsequent appropriation of large portions of Mexican 

territory by the government and people of the United States, the issue of having or not 

having Europeanized—Spanish—ways, became one feature for people in the area to 

differentiate themselves not only from the "barbarous" and now invading American but 

from the colonial Others of the Spanish past. And herein lies the key to an unusual aspect 

of Northern Mexico in general and Ciudad Juarez in particular. 

In the incipient formation of post-independence Mexico's nation-state during the early 

1800's, that which was deemed "American"—ideas of democratic governance as well as 

the promotion of industrial capitalism and modem ways, was considered not only ideal 

but desired. Today, ways of life, as well as products and goods from the United States 

are admired, embraced and consumed throughout Mexico, especially in Northern 

Mexico. 

Yet, the ideas and ways of the Desired American are not necessarily perceived as 

equating to the ideas and ways of the Invading American. In fact today, the avid search 

as well as feverish consumption of products and goods from the United States by people 

throughout much of Mexico is not even connected by most to an enduring a form of 

invasion, an attack on the (often-proclaimed) cultural, political and economic 

"sovereignty." 
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The historical moment when the lands of the Paso del Norte were overtaken by settlers 

of the United States coincided with the formation and early achievements of Mexico's 

post-independence nation-state that culminated with the adoption and initial 

implementation of the Reform Laws in that country. This Reform nation-state was 

instrumental in defining what today lies at the base of identifying oneself as "Mexicana, 

Mexicano" and as belonging or not to the nation "Mexico." 

In the midst of these junctures, adopting the barbaric ways of the invading American 

in mid 19"' century Paso del Norte implied partaking in and embracing the lopsidedness 

of the junctures. That is, adopting the new ways meant tolerating a foreign occupation 

and eventual domination. It meant being stripped of that which had provided them with a 

sense of belonging; and it meant embracing new forms of place and people to belong to. 

And it is precisely during this period of junctures that what was considered the ways of 

the local "gente de razon" at Paso del Norte probably transformed into the ways of those 

who (still) "belong to Mexico." Furthermore, if one adopted the ways of the invading 

American because of a lack of recourse or resources, the adoption and transformation 

also changed the individual into a newer form of Colonized Other. 

When many of the women participating in the research insisted that, as Mexicanas, we 

ought to live in Ciudad Juarez and have our children participate and incorporate 

themselves into the social, political and economic structures of the Mexican side of the 

divide, their discourse echoed remnants of that 19th century experience. Yet their 

discourse also points to the privileged positions these women live. And it points to their 
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fear of becoming the other form of Mexicana, the one in the United States: the Mexicana 

and Mexicano who, from their perspective, have surrendered their ways to the ways of 

the invading American. 

Paradoxically enough, while desiring and embracing the modem, practical and 

efficient ways of the White American of today, most of the "Juarez" women engaged in 

the research not only delivered their children on the El Paso, Texas side of the divide but 

they themselves were bom in El Paso-that is, they are citizens of the United States and at 

times, of both countries. In their schooling, socializing and economic opportunities they 

have managed to utilize the border as a site of privilege, as a division between countries, 

which provides many opportunities for them rather than limits. 

While conversing with the women in Ciudad Juarez, differentiations between that 

which is perceived as "Mexican" and that which is perceived as "American" always 

seemed to pepper their life stories. All of them coincided in calling themselves 

Mexicanas, but they also coincided in parenthesizing their Mexican-ness. Moreover, 

while some of the women in Juarez insisted that they were not only from Mexico but 

specifically from Northern Mexico, others preferred to call themselves Fronterizas, 

border women. Yet, I leamed that this particular bordemess, intended on the one hand to 

set people aside from other Mexicanas and Mexicanos in Mexico, referred specifically to 

those outlining the edge of Mexico. That is, those who lived on the El Paso side of this 

"frontera" were not considered this special type of border people, "Fronterizas and 

Fronterizos." 
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On the other hand, most of the women recorded in El Paso, Texas called themselves 

Mexicanas and people from Northern Mexico just as often as they referred to themselves 

as American or Mexican American. And the names we call ourselves and others as well 

as the customs people practice led me to ftirther explore how alliances of nation, region 

and locality were sought and constructed by these research women...although not 

necessarily lived. 

I found the Ciudad Juarez-El Paso area to be not only the edge of two nations but one 

where the particularities of several nation-state projects are lived. Here, the laws that 

define nation also define citizenry as well as establish the territorial limits of each State. 

Yet, within this array of State parameters, a second set of processes of social formation 

engaging the apparatuses of State were observed to be ongoing: those of making nation. 

(Chatterjee [1986] 1995). 

As I elaborated in Chapter 5, as a tool of State power nation making, simply stated, 

refers to the everyday activities of people that make a nation. However, the notion of 

nation making also speaks to a series of processes, processes in which both everyday 

people as well as the apparatus of states are involved (Joseph and Nugent 1994). And 

these activities and processes, woven over time with the logic and sentiment of 

belonging, become an instrument of social formation. 

The Pasefias living on both sides of the political divide talked about "being" 

Mexicanas, belonging to that culture and living in particular ways. Yet only those 

looking to perpetuate their participation in the imagined Engranaje of Ciudad Juarez 
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insisted on living in that city and on providing a specific company for children. That is, 

their form of belonging to nation was constructed and lived, not only by living specific 

ways, but also by retaining class and place as well as by retaining and containing location 

within place and attempting to contain change. 

While elaborating on the information presented to me by women on the U.S. side of 

the border area researched, in El Paso, Texas, I argued that there are elements of culture 

that do not cross the political divide, suggesting that one such element is the ways "social 

class" is understood and experienced on each side of the political divide. That is, feeling 

and being considered part of one group, one set of structures and systems of power does 

not translate into feeling and being considered part of a corresponding group on the other 

side of the nations' divide. In El Paso, Texas, the women involved in this research 

project talked about being part of the well-located directive classes of Mexico; they even 

retained the differentiated relatedness to others observed on those who live on the 

Mexican side of the divide. They also seemed to retain a concern for the ways one looks 

as well as the manner in which languages should be spoken. Yet, being part of the class 

centeredness, the Engranaje described in Chapter 3, was no longer necessarily part of 

their everyday experiences. In addition, they very sparingly continued to participate in 

activities in Mexico that could facilitate cultivating and retaining the ties that translate not 

only into the sense of belonging but into economic opportunities. 

Most of the El Paso women recorded had adopted visions of economic equality, 

competitiveness, individuality, and betterment through free will. That is, while 
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maintaining a focus on being part of wider structures of past and present they adopted 

and emphasized individualistic ways. And, in their everyday lives, they relied more on 

the concept of "you are what you make of yourself'--usually associated in this region to 

liberal, American ways and economic systems—instead of capitalizing the social 

connections of past and present of their Juarez counterparts. Furthermore, their ways of 

providing a helping hand, while remaining quiet, were carried out in pragmatic, 

immediate-need venues rather than in the hierarchical and long-term, institutional 

engagements observ ed in Juarez. 

Finally, the junctions where nation-states, borders of Stales, customs, and everyday 

people meet do create a fragile setting—one in which power relations that have been 

carried out and negotiated for a number of years can tamish our understanding of how 

and why it is that we live our lives in specific ways. It is the fragility of this setting as 

well as the haziness and possibilities of outcomes that some of the research women 

addressed when they talked about their fear of becoming the colonized Other, the Pocho, 

the Pocha perceived to belong solely to a laboring class. The privileged positions lived 

by most of the women I recorded actually allowed them to be able to move from one side 

to the other of the divide and thus secure for their children the advantages of one set of 

economic, political and social structures and systems...or another. 

Bringing Closure 

My fieldwork in Ciudad Juarez and El Paso, at El Paso del Norte, included the 

collection of life stories that surfaced through conversational settings and through the 
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processes of recollection and exchange. The internal and external Bakhtinian dialogues 

one engages with the individuals, ideologies and institutions that have participated in 

one's life were present. Also present were the subtler dialogues with the particular 

settings and circumstances of the recalled moments as well as with the particular settings 

and circumstances of the moments of exchange. And, in the analysis of these fields of 

exchanges and change, of collected junctures, is where I began to understand some of the 

things that women involved in this research had pointed out. 

During the course of these analyses, I also began pondering about one particular issue 

that Luchi had verbalized and most of the other women involved in this research had 

suggested. Some people in this border area make their lives on both sides of the political 

divide of the United States and Mexico, but some do so carrying within themselves 

"broncas ideologicas," conflicting and conflictive ideologies and feelings (LV 1997). 

However, most people who navigate and take advantage of this border's collective pasts 

and physical setting do so simply because it makes sense, because the area can be, and it 

is often, construed as one large city, split in two, and offering economic possibilities on 

both sides of the split. And yet, when Luchi specifically talked about choosing to live or 

not within the ideological conflict created by the splits of past and present, she was 

talking not just as an everyday resident of Ciudad Juarez and El Paso, not just as a subject 

of this or other research projects. Luchi was talking within the certainty and pride of her 

classed past and of her present circumstances. 
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In our conversations, several of the women participating in this research talked with 

the same certainty and pride. Their discourse was one of historical agents of change as 

well as of co-researchers of the project at hand. They spoke and carried themselves as 

members of the directive classes, the people who, as Cuquita once suggested, "have 

brought culmre and progress to these lands" (RJPG 1996). And within our continuous 

dialogues of past and present, the anthropologist became the object of study, the one to 

observe and to decipher. Furthermore, in the continuing exchanges of the research, the 

research process and product became, quite matter-of-factly, appropriated. 

The Lady from Stanton Street once lovingly joked in a social gathering, telling those 

present not to mind the anthropologist, for, while I continued to engage my research, she 

had already finished her book on me (CVV 1998). And, as Mariquita teasingly winked 

every time I commented on the paradoxes lived on this border and simply replied, "pues 

si" (MIAC 1997-2001), Nina continued to refer to this dissertation, till the day she 

recently died, as "our project" (AAQ 2002). This all seems now quite reasonable to me. 

After all, when we weave our lives across a two-nation divide, or across other divides, we 

may embrace new possibilities yet, at the same time, we remain anchored on the old 

divides. 
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