
Aztec Nation: History, inscription, and indigenista
feminism in Chicana literature and political discourse

Item Type text; Dissertation-Reproduction (electronic)

Authors Garcia, Alesia, 1962-

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 24/05/2023 21:10:08

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/282854

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/282854


INFORMATION TO USERS 

This manuscript has been reproduced from the microfihn master. UMI 

fibns the text directly from the original or copy submitted. Thus, some 

thesis and dissertation copies are in typewriter face, while others may be 

from any type of computer printer. 

The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the 

copy submitted. Broken or indistinct print, colored or poor quality 

illustrations and photographs, print bleedthrough, substandard margins, 

and improper alignment can adversely affect reproduction. 

In the unlikely event that the author did not send UMI a complete 

manuscript and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if 

unauthorized copyright material had to be removed, a note will indicate 

the deletion. 

Oversize materials (e.g., maps, drawings, charts) are reproduced by 

sectioning the original, beginning at the upper left-hand comer and 

continuing from left to right in equal sections with small overlaps. Each 

original is also photographed in one exposure and is included in reduced 

form at the back of the book. 

Photographs included in the original manuscript have been reproduced 

xerographically in this copy. IBgher quality 6" x 9" black and white 

photographic prints are available for any photographs or illustrations 

appearing in this copy for an additional charge. Contact UMI directly to 

order. 

UMI 
A Bell & Howell Information Company 

300 North Zeeb Road, Ann Arbor ̂  4S106-1346 USA 
313/761-4700 800/521-0600 



AZTEC NATION: 

HISTORY, INSCRIPTION, AND INDIGENISTA FEMINISM 

IN CHICANA LITERATURE AND POLITICAL DISCOURSE 

By 

Alesia Garcia 

Copyright© Alesia Garcia 1998 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the 

DEPARTMENT OF ENGLISH 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 
For the Degree of 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

In the Graduate College 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

19 9 8 



DMI Number: 9914328 

Copyright 1998 by 
Garcia, Alesia 

All rights reserved. 

UMI Microform 9914328 
Copyright 1999, by UMI Company. All rights reserved. 

This microform edition is protected against unauthorized 
copying under Title 17, United States Code. 

UMI 
300 North Zeeb Road 
Ann Arbor, MI 48103 



THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA ® 

GRADUATE COLLEGE 

As members of the Final Examination Committee, we certify that we have 

2 

read the dissertation prepared by ___ A_L_ES __ IA __ G_]A_R_C_I_A ______________________ __ 

entitled AZTEC NATION· HISTORY, INSCRIPTION, AND INDIGENISTA FEMINISM 

IN CHICANA I IIERAIIIRE AND POLITICAl DISCOURSE 

and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation 

requirement for the Degree of --~n~a~c~two~r~o~f~P~h~,~·J~o~sMO~p~h~j~'-------------------

Dr. Charles Tatum, Director 
Date 

Da~ ~~1 /ff 
Date 1 I 

E~cz_!rt_ 
Dat~ I 

~_zfcffV 
Date 

Final approval and acceptance of this dissertation is contingent upon 

the candidate's submission of the final copy of the dissertation to the 

Graduate College. 

I hereby certify that I have read this dissertation prepared under my 

direction and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation 

requirement. 

Dissertation Director 

Charles Tatum 
Date 



3 

STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 

This dissertation has been submitted in partial 
fulfillment of requirements for an advanced degree at The 
University of Arizona and is deposited in the University 
Library to be made available to borrowers under rules of the 
Library. 

Brief quotations from this dissertation are allowable 
without special permission, provided that accurate 
acknowledgement of source is made. Requests for permission 
for extended quotation from or reproduction of this 
manuscript in whole or in part may be granted by the 
copyright holder. 

SIGNED: 



4 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

This dissertation would not have been possible without 
the support of several very special women. First, I would 
like to thank my mother, Mary Campos Lovato, for teaching me 
how to be strong in the face of adversity and for showing me 
that humor is always the best medicine. Love, 
encouragement, and long-distance phone calls from my sisters 
Juanita Garcia, Diana Lovato, and Maria Lovato meant a lot 
to me--especial1y as the intensity of research and writing 
kept me from attending countless birthday and holiday 
celebrations over the past several years. I celebrate you 
all. 

Thank you to my dear friends Alicia Garza, Susan 
Elizondo, Kristine Dorame, and Maureen Fern for believing in 
my project and for encouraging me every step of the way. A 
very special thank you to Chadwick Allen for generously 
listening to my ideas, reading rough drafts, and coaching me 
through some of the most challenging moments as I struggled 
to finish on time. 

Many people at the University of Arizona also deserve a 
special thank you. In the English Department, I could 
always count on Professor Larry Evers for his dedicated 
support. Professor Joan Dayan was an inspirational teacher 
and mentor and invaluable member of my dissertation 
committee. Dissertation committee member Professor Daniel 
Cooper Alarcon spent hours mentoring me and carefully 
reading rough drafts. Thank you for being such a strong 
ally. Thank you to dissertation committee member Professor 
Annette Kolodny from the Program for Comparative Cultural 
and Literary Studies for challenging me to be my best as a 
teacher and scholar. I could not have asked for a more 
supportive dissertation directer than Professor Charles 
Tatum, Dean of Humanities. Professor Tatum deserves my 
highest appreciation for helping me negotiate the final 
stages of the dissertation process. Thank you all for 
teaching me to believe in myself. 

Finally, I would like to thank the University of Arizona 
Department of English and Graduate College for providing me 
with first-year and dissertation fellowships. Thank you 
also to the American Indian Studies Programs' Fort 
McDowel1/Mohave-Apache Wassaja Scholarship Fund for 
dissertation support. 



5 

DEDICATION 

With love and respect, I dedicate this dissertation to 

my maternal great-grandparents Victoriana Patlan Campos and 

Tomas Campos and to my maternal grandparents Eutilio Patlan 

Campos and Enicasia Ornelas Campos. You are not forgotten. 



6 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

1. ABSTRACT 7 

2. Chapter One: Narrating the Aztec Nation: Representing 
Race, Class, Gender and Sexuality in Chicano Cultural 
Nationalist Literature and Political Discourse 9 

Decolonizing the Aztec Nation 19 
Historicizing the Aztec Nation 36 
Reclaiming the Aztec Nation 49 
Inscribing the Aztec Nation 58 
Allegorizing the Aztec Nation 84 

3. Chapter Two: 'Chicanas Speak Out': Indigenista Feminism 
in Chicana Literature and Political Discourse, 1969-
197 9ss • •  • • • •  •  • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 1 1 8  

Challenging Carnalismo, Building Feminismo. . . .129 
Postcolonial Indigenista Feminist Practices. . . 142 
Recuperating Indigenista Feminist Icons 150 
Indigenista Poetics and Politics 162 

4. Chapter Three: New Indigenista Feminisms: The Emergence 
of New Mestiza Discourse 1979-1989 182 

Post-Movimiento Feminism, or the New Indigenista 
Feinxnxsm ••••«•«•••*•••••••••• 190 
The Aztec Nation and the New Mestiza 213 
Motherlandaztldn 252 

5. Chapter Four: Xicana Nation: Indigenista Feminist 
Discourse, Pan-Tribalism, and Transnational 
Feminisms 272 

Xicana Feminist Theory and Indigenista Healing 
Practices 283 

6. Conclusion: Blood, Skins, and Bones: Post-Movimiento 
Negotiations of Indigenousness 300 

7 . Works Cited 317 



7 

ABSTRACT 

In the United States in the mid-1960s, Chicano cultural 

nationalists mobilized a generation by recuperating the 

history and mythology of the pre-conquest Aztecs as 

strategies of political resistance. Claiming themselves la 

Raza de Bronce (the Bronze race) in their art, literature, 

and political discourse, Chicano activists and intellectuals 

distinguished themselves racially from white America and 

worked toward reunifying an indigenous culture that had been 

fragmented by colonization and diaspora. This discursive 

practice of reinscribing Mexican Indian ancestry is a 

political act that I refer to as narrating the Aztec Nation. 

Indigenous movement activists across the Americas have often 

reclaimed their pre-colonial histories. "Aztec Nation" 

examines the impact of Chicano cultural nationalist 

revisions of Mexican indigenismo (politics and aesthetics of 

the post-1910 indigenous movement) upon race, class, gender, 

and sexuality in contemporary Chicano and Chicana literature 

and political discourse. In my analysis of Chicano and 

Chicana political manifestos, graphic art, poetry, essays, 

and novels, I trace various Chicano cultural nationalist 

expressions of indigenista ideology throughout el movimiento 

(the Chicano movement). In particular, I develop critical 

approaches for rereading Chicana literature and activist 
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journalism published in Chicano/a movement newspapers and 

journals between 1969 and 197 9 that emphasize Chicana 

feminist reinventions of indigenismo as a transnational 

alternative to ideological limitations within the Chicano 

cultural nationalist and second wave white American feminist 

movements. I offer a new critical term: "Chicana 

indigenista feminism," which recognizes a distinct Chicana 

feminist discourse that is characterized by an ongoing 

negotiation of mestiza (mixed blood) identity. My 

investigation begins with analyses of Chicano cultural 

nationalist literature and political docxaments from 1964 and 

ends with a reevaluation of Chicana indigenista feminist 

theories posited as recently as 1994. 



Chapter One 
Narrating the Aztec Nation: 
Representing Race, Class, 
Gender, and Sexuality in 

Chicano Cultural Nationalist Literature and Political Discourse 

Every generation, every man is a part of his past. He 
cannot escape it, but he may reform the old materials, 
make something new. 

--Rudolfo Anaya, Bless Me, Ultima (1972). 

Reinventing an idealized ethnic past is a common 

discursive strategy among nationalist movements worldwide.^ 

This excerpt from Rudolfo Anaya's 1972 award-winning novel 

Bless Me, Ultima underscores a powerful characteristic of 

Chicano cultural nationalism. By 1972, Chicano cultural 

nationalism was just one of the countless counter-hegemonic 

political movements underway in the United States and in the 

Third World. In the mid-1960s, Chicano cultural 

nationalists politically mobilized a generation by 

recuperating the history and myths of the ancient Aztecs. 

The founding of the Aztec homeland Aztlan and the birth of 

Huitzilopochtli, the Aztec god of war, are just two of the 

organizing myths that Chicanos used in their literature and 

political discourse to reunify a culture fragmented by 

colonization and diaspora.^ But revitalized myths were not 

the only route to revolution for nationalist members of el 

movimiento (the Chicano movement). 

An urgent political goal for these activists was to 

legitimize Chicanos as a colonized indigenous nation within 

the United States.^ Chicano cultural nationalists 



recognized similarities between el movimiento struggles for 

self-determination and the concurrent struggles of other 

U.S. civil rights, cultural nationalist, and Third World 

movements against racism and imperialism. The militant 

ideologies that spawned such events as the 1959 Cuban 

revolution. North American Indian efforts to reclaim 

ancestral lands, and Black nationalist assertions of ethnic 

pride all contributed to Chicano cultural nationalist 

ideology and discourse.* 

Adapting rhetorical strategies from the discourse of 

decolonization, writers such as Luis Valdez, Rodolfo "Corky" 

Gonzales, and Alurista emphasized that Chicanos were 

racially and economically distinct from dominant white 

America. These Chicano nationalist members of el movimiento 

next distinguished themselves politically from the previous 

generation of Mexican Americans, most of whom they asserted 

had matured in an historical period characterized by 

conservatism and assimilationism,^ Furthermore, claiming 

that Aztlan was the homeland of their indigenous ancestors, 

Chicano activists argued that they had a legitimate case for 

reclaiming Southwestern land colonized by Anglos in 1848 

after the U.S.-Mexico war. Chicano writers and artists so 

frequently reinscribed the myth of Aztlan that the concept 

of the Chicano homeland Aztlan became synonymous with 

Chicano cultural nationalism and with el movimiento itself. 

Chicano cultural nationalist efforts to reclaim an 
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indigenous homeland were most strongly influenced by the 

farm worker movement in California, the Hispano land grant 

movement in New Mexico,® as well as over a hundred years of 

indigenous land rights activism in Mexico. Although several 

Chicano intellectuals made careful cultural distinctions 

between Chicanos and Mexicans, arguing, for example, that 

Chicano cultural mestizaje (hybridity) had developed 

differently in the United States than it had in Mexico,^ 

they made it clear that they remained loyal to a nostalgic 

memory of an idealized Mexican nation rather than the 

exisiting neo-colonial Mexican state (Valdez, "The Tale of 

La Raza" 4). 

The Chicano cultural nationalist romantic 

representations of an authentic Mexican Indian ancestry 

strongly resembled radical, or ultra-nationalist Mexican 

indigenismo (indianism), a socio-political, aesthetic, and 

spiritual ideology that flourished during the period of the 

Mexican Revolution from 1910 to 1917. Ultra-nationalist 

indigenismo promoted the glorification of pre-conquest Aztec 

culture and the denigration of European culture. Historian 

Benjamin Keen argues in The Aztec Image in (Western Thought 

(1990) that Mexican indigenismo has developed in many forms 

since the Revolution, and he identifies three schools of 

thought that have dominated political and scholarly 

recuperations of ancient Mexican civilizations since the 

1920s: scientific indigenismo, radical or ultra-nationalist 



12 

indigenismo, and humanist indigenismo. According to Keen's 

categorization, Chicano cultural nationalist appropriations 

of Mexican indigenismo most strongly resemble its ultra-

g 
nationalist and humanist variants (463-508). 

In Mexico, ultra-nationalist indigenismo was directly 

associated with artists, intellectuals, and political 

dissidents, all who promoted political activism and pride in 

their pre-Cortesian ancestry. During el movimiento, most 

Chicano activists, artists, and intellectuals in the United 

States understood the ideological impact that Mexican 

indigenista (indianist or indigenist) artists had upon 

Mexico's formation of itself as a nation. Art historian 

Shifra M. Goldman notes that in Mexico 

the role of the arts was to restore understanding of 
the pride in the heritage and cultures that the concept 
of Spanish superiority subverted. Post-revolutionary 
indigenista philosophy appeared in the work of writers, 
musicians, filmmakers, sculptors, and painters as a 
facet of Mexican nationalism. In an advocacy position, 
the early indigenistas tended to glorify the Indian 
heritage and vilify that of the Spaniards as a means of 
rectifying a historical imbalance and advancing certain 
political ideas. ("Mexican Muralism" 111) 

Recognizing the impact that the arts had upon ultra-

nationalism in Mexico, Chicanos borrowed many of their 

visual images from Mexican muralists and socialists such as 

Diego Rivera, whose work celebrated an idealized pre-

conquest "Aztec Nation" and the dignity of Mexican Indian 

campesinos (farm workers) (Goldman, "Mexican Muralism" 111). 

Eventually, these indigenista images were also captured in 
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Chicano cultural nationalist literary and political 

discourse. 

Despite the wealth of textual evidence to support the 

argument that indigenismo was a driving force behind Chicano 

cultural nationalist discourse and that it continues to 

influence Chicano literature in general and Chicana 

literature in particular, literary critics have not always 

readily acknowledged the force of the impact of indigenismo. 

In 1969, Octavio Romano-V. was one of the first to 

acknowledge that Mexican indigenismo influenced Chicano 

cultural nationalism; yet, in his analysis, he maintains 

that "indianism has never been a focus or a rallying cry for 

action among Mexican-Americans as was indigenismo during the 

War for Independence and the Revolution in Mexico" (32). 

Ten years later, Guillermo Lux and Maurilio E. Vigil would 

suggest that indigenismo was even less significant, stating 

that "the Chicano Movement with its revitalization of the 

Mexican cultural origins of La Raza has indirectly resulted 

in the regeneration of interest in our Indian origins" (1). 

Even more recently, Luis Leal confidently asserted that 

indigenismo has not endured as an ideological trend of 

Chicano/a cultural expression. What has endured, he 

maintains, is the theory of cultural mestizaje, which he 

distinguishes as a synthesis of indigenismo and crilloismo 

(Europeanism) (111). 

While a notable few other Chicano and Chicana scholars 
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do recognize the pervasiveness of Chicano cultural 

nationalist appropriations of Mexican indigenismofew have 

attempted to rigorously examine the pitfalls of ultra-

nationalist indigenismo in the aftermath of el movimiento. 

Even fewer scholars have examined Native American literary 

and political responses to Chicano and Chicana 

representations of indigenous identity. Recently, critics 

such Alex M. Saragoza, Rosa Linda Fregoso, and Angie Chabram 

have rigorously documented discrepencies in nationalist 

revisions of indigenous history, particularly the notions of 

universal Chicano coloniality and postcoloniality, and the 

myth of Aztlan.^^ But these important, historically-grounded 

studies often go unnoticed by non-specialists, and 

unfortunately, far too many eager scholars with merely 

cursory interests in "multicultural literatures" often fall 

into the trap of further misrepresenting Chicano and Chicana 

history and culture. Moreover, still fewer scholars of 

Chicana literature and Chicana feminism have grappled with 

the ongoing tradition of indigenismo in Chicana-authored 

literary and political discourse that emerged in the late 

1960s. 

Following the ground-breaking work of J. Jorge Klor de 

Alva and Daniel Cooper Alarcon, scholars who have redirected 

critical attention to the complex subject of Chicano 

cultural nationalist appropriations of Mesoamerican myth and 

history, I argue that Chicano cultural nationalists directly 



and eagerly adopted ultra-nationalist Mexican indigenismo, 

transforming it into one of the most reinvented and 

reinscribed ideologies in the political and literary 

discourse of el movimientoBeginning with the earliest 

revisionist artistic, literary, and political 

representations of Aztec culture in 1964, Chicano cultural 

nationalist authors regularly promoted at least two tenets 

that they developed from ultra-nationalist Mexican 

indigenismo. First, their countless inscriptions of Aztec 

male gods. Jaguar Cult warriors, and images of Mexican 

revolutionary heroes such as the mestizo leaders Benito 

Juarez and Emiliano Zapata, all of whom represented 

prototypes of the Chicano revolutionary warrior, 

overwhelmingly suggested that Chicano cultural nationalists 

envisioned their homeland Aztlan as an idealized masculine 

territory.By comparison and with some exceptions, most 

nationalist representations of Aztec goddesses or women from 

Mexican history, supposed precursors to Chicanas, repeatedly 

inscribed them as stoic, fanatically religious, sexually 

submissive, asexual, or as idealized mothers.Second, they 

stressed that the Chicano working class, especially 

campesinos, most authentically represented Chicano 

indigenousness as it had evolved from the pre-conquest Aztec 

civilization,^® which regarded agriculture as spiritually and 

materially crucial to cultural survival (Leon-Portilla, The 

Aztec Image 152-153; Clendinnen 29-30). 



16 

Like radical Mexican indigenistas before them, Chicano 

indigenistas produced nostalgic literary and artistic images 

of revolutionary campesinos, whom they symbolically enlisted 

in their discursive revolution to reclaim Aztlan. With each 

of these political and rhetorical strategies, Chicanos 

fashioned themselves, in the words of Rodolfo "Corky" 

Gonzales, as "an awakening people, an emerging nation, a new 

breed" (qtd. in Steiner 385). The Chicano cultural 

nationalist practice of constructing a colonized and 

subsequently decolonized indigenous national identity in 

their literature and political discourse is a strategy that 

17 
I refer to as narrating the Aztec Nation. 

Without a doubt, el movimiento invigorated Chicano and 

Chicana identity politics and contributed to the 

transformation of 20th-century American history, literature, 

and politics by claiming a space for Chicanos and Chicanas. 

Nevertheless, Chicano cultural nationalist reformulations of 

Chicano history, culture, and identity during this period 

were embedded with numerous contraditions. For example, 

liberation was a primary goal for all exploited members of 

la Raza (the Mexican American race) in the United States; 

yet essentialist descriptions of la Raza inevitably 

18 
distorted the complexity of Chicano and Chicana culture. 

Militant activists like Luis Valdez went as far as claiming 

that Chicanos and Chicanas who did not quite fit cultural 

nationalist definitions of culture were vendidos (traitors 
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or sell outs), inauthentic Mexicans, or even "ex-raza" 

(Valdez, "The Tale of La Raza" 4). 

In this chapter, I analyze key Chicano cultural 

nationalist literary and political texts composed by Chicano 

authors between 1964 and 1972. In subsequent chapters, I 

trace and analyze Chicana feminist responses to and 

reformulations of Chicano cultural nationalism. In 

particular, I examine indigenismo in Chicana literature and 

political discourse. Since I devote the remaining chapters 

to Chicana authors, I examine here the cultural and literary 

conventions in Chicano cultural nationalist texts that 

Chicanas first responded to during el movimiento and that 

they continue to respond to today. 

"Venceremos!: Mexican-American Statement on Travel to 

Cuba" (1964) and "The Plan of Delano" (1966) are two early 

political treatises co-authored by Luis Valdez that show 

19 
evidence of an emerging Chicano cultural nationalism. With 

its emphasis upon ethnic pride, Rodolfo "Corky" Gonzales's 

epic poem I Am Joaquin (1967) represents the earliest 

literary example of Chicano cultural nationalism. The 

preeminent Chicano cultural nationalist manifesto, "El Plan 

Espiritual de Aztlan" (1969) is the political document that 

brought el movimiento into prominence. Alurista, the most 

prolific Chicano cultural nationalist writer, composed a 

series of political poems between 1966 and 1969, which were 

subsequently published in his collection entitled Floricanto 
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en Aztlan (1971). The indigenista-inspired imagery in his 

preamble to "El Plan Espiritual" foreshadows Alurista's 

second poetry collection, Nationchild Plumacoja, 1969-1972 

(1972), which includes his revision of the landmark 

political manifesto retitled "The red spirit of Aztlan." 

Finally, Rudolfo Anaya's Bless Me, Ultima (1972) 

demonstrates the pervasiveness of the Chicano cultural 

nationalist discursive tradition of indigenismo in the form 

of the novel. 

My critical approach of analyzing Chicano cultural 

nationalist literary texts and political texts in tandem 

deliberately follows Ramon Saldivar's thesis that political 

ideology is embedded in Chicano literature. Saldivar 

maintains in Chicano Narrative: The Dialectics of Difference 

(1990) that "as resistant ideological forces in their own 

right" Chicano narratives "shape modes of perception in 

order to effect new ways of interpreting social reality and 

to produce in turn a general social, spiritual, and literary 

revaluation of values" (7). Saldivar's description of the 

political function of Chicano narratives anticipates Edward 

Said's argument in Culture and Imperialism (1993) that 

narrative fiction directly contributes to the process of 

nation-building. Thus, 

stories become the method colonized people use to 
assert their own identity and the existence of their 
own history. The main battle in imperialism is over 
land, of course; but when it came to who owned the 
land, who had the right to settle and work on it, who 
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kept it going, who won it back, and who now plans its 
future--these issues were reflected, contested, and 
even for a time decided in narrative, (xii-xiii) 

Although Said's postcolonial theory emerges from a different 

historical and cultural context, it remains useful for 

critical reexaminations of Chicano deployments of 

decolonizing discourse in their processes of nation-

building. Juxtaposing Chicano cultural nationalist 

literature and political documents will demonstrate how 

these two genres simultaneously inform one another and how 

literature as well as political documents inscribed Chicano 

cultural nationalist ideology during el movimiento.^® 

Decolonizing the Aztec Nation 

Cesar Chavez and Luis Valdez are responsible for the 
new awakening to the "new colonialism' and its 
transnational monopoly capitalist infrastructure. 

--Alurista, "Chicano Nationalism and Xicano 
Literature" (1981). 

As is common in revolutionary movements worldwide, el 

movimiento experienced a great deal of political 

factionalism.^^ At el movimiento's crowning moment in Denver 

in 1969, many Chicano activists broke into separate camps, 

each arguing for their own interpretation of Chicano 

cultural nationalism. But the nationalist agenda that 

ultimately carried the most weight with members of el 

movimiento was articulated by only a few male activists--

27 
Luis Valdez, Corky Gonzales, and Alurista --whose 

nationalist ideologies converged in the creation of "El Plan 
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Espiritual de Aztlan," the premiere Chicano cultural 

nationalist manifesto. Even though countless young 

Chicanos and Chicanas participated in el movimiento in its 

early stages, literary and cultural critics as well as 

historians like Carlos Mufioz, Jr. and Ramon Gutierrez, often 

credit Valdez with single-handedly transforming Chicano 

identity politics during this period. 

Between 1964 and 1966, as a student activist in 

California, Valdez wrote and mimiographed two treatises that 

outlined an emerging socio-political and spiritual 

philosophy that he would eventually contribute to Chicano 

cultural nationalism. These political documents, 

"Venceremos!: Mexican-American Statement on Travel to Cuba" 

(1964) and "The Plan of Delano" (1966), reflected Valdez's 

solidarity with political movements in the Third World and 

the United States. Valdez's thinking and writing at the 

time were most recognizably influenced by political 

24 
movements in Cuba, New Mexico, and California. 

In 1959 Cuban rebels seized their independence by 

fighting off capitalism and transforming their homeland into 

a socialist democracy under the leadership of Fidel Castro. 

In 1964, Valdez was a young member of the Progressive Labor 

Party (PLP) and identified Castro as a hero of the people. 

Together with fellow activist Roberto Rubalcava, Valdez 

expresses his burgeoning socialist thinking in "Venceremos!" 

an eyewitness report on the aftermath of the Cuban 
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Revolution. Originally, the authors distributed copies of 

this manifesto at PLP meetings and other events where 

Chicano and Chicana activists assembled. 

The rhetorical style of this written document is 

significant because it harkens back to the manifestos, or 

planes, composed by Mexican indigenistas during the Mexican 

Revolutions of 1810 and 1910. The Plan is also very similar 

to the manifestos composed by Mexican American political 

rebels of the late 19th and early 20th centuries.^' Munoz 

refers to "Venceremos!" as "the first radical manifesto 

written by Mexican American student activists" (52). After 

1964, the discourse of manifestos frequently became the 

rhetorical style of choice of Chicano activists. 

Valdez and Rubalcava frame their argument in support of 

Mexican American solidarity with Cuba in the discourse of 

decolonization and revolution. In a heated and urgent tone, 

the authors argue that colonialism is inherent to the 

"Mexican American experience" in the United States. The 

discourse of decolonization begins with the exclamatory 

title of the manifesto: "venceremos," a word that has 

multiple meanings for the reader. In English, "veneer" 

becomes the infinitive "to conquer," but also translates to 

"to overcome." "Venceremos," the future tense verb, becomes 

"we will conquer," and in this context, we can also 

translate it to "we shall conquer (injustice)," or "we shall 

overcome (injustice)." This second phrase undoubtedly 
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echoes the refrain "we shall overcome," that was made 

popular within the U.S. civil rights movement, a fact the 

reader would have been familiar with in 1964. The double-

meaning of "venceremos!" unites two significant components 

of Chicano cultural nationalism: militancy and self-

determination . 

"Venceremos!" begins with several claims that would 

later inspire key Chicano cultural nationalist tenets: 

The Mexican in the United States has been, and 
continues to be, no less a victim of American 
imperialism than his impoverished brothers in Latin 
America. 

In the words of the Second Declaration of Havana, 
tel l  h i m  o f  ' m i s e r y ,  f e u d a l  e x p l o i t a t i o n ,  i l l i t e r a c y ,  
starvation wages,' and he will tell you that you speak 
of Texas; tell him of 'unemployment, the policy of 
repression against the workers, discrimination [. . .] 
oppression by the oligarchies,' and he will tell you 
that you speak of California; tell him of U.S. 
domination in Latin America, and he will tell you that 
he knows that Shark and what he devours, because he has 
lived in its very entrails. (215) 

By 1964 most Americans were aware of the movements for 

national independence in Cuba and other parts of the Third 

World, namely Asia and Africa. Both within its national 

borders and abroad, the United States government proceeded 

to assert its hegemonic power against what were perceived as 

ever-growing communist threats, especially after Castro's 

37 
unprecedented victory in 1959. Although most of mainstream 

America--as well as the majority of Cuban exiles in America-

-considered Castro the enemy, many Mexican American 

political activists, even those who did not aspire to 
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socialism, would have interpreted Castro's victory as a 

triumph over imperialism. Since the majority of Chicano and 
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Chicana activists were from the working class, they would 

ha v e  b e e n  q u i t e  fa m i l i a r  w i t h  t h e  pr e c a r i o u s  l i f e  o f  

"starvation wages" and "unemployment" that Valdez and 

Rubalcava describe. Given the long history of racism in 

America, it is almost certain that these men and women would 

have experienced "discrimination" first hand. Political 

activism well underway in the U.S. by this time included the 

civil rights. Black Power, and anti-war movements; American 

Indian activists were also staging regional protests. 

Chicanos and Chicanas were primed for a movement of their 

own. 

Borrowing emotionally-driven words and phrases from 

Castro and weaving them into their own manifesto, Valdez and 

Rubalcava literally superimpose the Cuban proletariat 

experience onto the working class Chicano experience. Place 

names such as Texas and California, landscapes that are 

embedded with a history of intense racism, economic 

exploitation, and colonial aggression against Mexicans, are 

assigned the same political volatility and revolutionary 

potential as Havana. The authors' transnationalist strategy 

would have strongly appealed to the working class reader's 

sense of himself or herself as a victim of U.S. imperialism. 

By establishing that Mexican American indigenes are racially 

and economically exploited similarly to Third World Latin 
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Americans, the authors legitimize Chicanos and Chicanas as 

an internally colonized culture. And in doing so, they 

essentialize the categories of "colonizer" and "colonized," 

opposing categories that are common to decolonizing 

discourse. This rhetorical strategy would later contribute 

much to the emerging indigenista philosophy in Chicano 

cultural nationalist literature and political discourse. 

In hindsight, it is easy to point out these 

essentialist cultural constructs and assume that they were 

unique to the Chicano cultural nationalist movement; yet, in 

his analysis of a broad range of nationalist movements, 

Benedict Anderson argues that nations are "imagined [. . .] 

as limited because even the largest of them, encompassing 

perhaps a billion living human beings, has finite, if 

elastic boundaries, beyond which lie other nations" (6-7) 

(his italics). Historian John Breuilly would add that 

emergent nations are inevitably shaped against what they 

oppose. Given that in 1964 Mexican Americans made up a 

disproportionately large number of the poor and under-

educated population in the United States, it is not 

surprising that activists like Valdez and Rubalcava made 

urgent claims for socio-political reforms and revolution 

that were based upon the belief that "the Chicano 

experience" was monolithic and distinctly opposite to 

dominant American culture. During this historical moment, 

Chicano cultural nationalists not only deployed "them-
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versus-us" as a rhetorical strategy, but they also had 

reason to perceive this situation as an historical reality 

and thereby understood the use of decolonizing discourse in 

el movimiento^*' as quite politically justified. 

Whi l e  Va l d e z  a n d  R u b a l c a v a  w e r e  i n  C u b a ,  t h e y  l i s t e n e d  

as Castro verbally attacked the U.S. for its history of 

imperialism. The authors cite Castro's speech in which he 

stated: "Mexico is the country robbed of half of its 

territory; Mexico is the country that has suffered in its 

flesh and in its blood from the claws of imperialism" (215). 

As in their image of the shark, Valdez and Rubalcava 

characterize the United States as a bloodthirsty predator 

that has greedily fed upon indigenous Mexico. This use of 

an emotionally-charged image invokes the reader's loyalty to 

his or her Mexican ancestors and to an indigenous homeland. 

Valdez and Rubalcava knew that convincing Mexican Americans 

to align themselves with the Cuban Revolution would require 

that they remind their readers that the United States 

displaced countless Mexican Americans from their ancestral 

homeland. 

The authors continue to construct the U.S. as an 

unwelcome foreign invader and they take yet another cue from 

Castro's Havana speech in which he recalled the aftermath of 

the U.S.-Mexico war. They remind their readers that 

between 1838 and 1853, to be more exact, the North 
Americans stole 949,808 square miles of land 
unimaginably rich in agriculture, oil and mineral 
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resources, and gave the Mexican government, which had 
no choice in the matter, a mere 25 million dollars. 
This territory is now occupied by the states of Texas, 
Nevada, Utah, California, New Mexico, Arizona, and 
Colorado. (215) 

The history of the U.S. colonization of the Southwest would 

have been fresh on the minds of Chicano and Chicana 

activists. Since 1962, New Mexico land rights activist 

Reies Lopez Tijerina and his Alianza Federal de Pueblos 

Litres (Union of Free Pueblos) had made attempts to reclaim 

land that the United States had illegally appropriated from 

Hispanos and American Indians (Gomez-Quinones, Chicano 

Politics 115). Tijerina based his claims on the 1848 Treaty 

of Guadalupe-Hidalgo, the political document that signified 

the end of the U.S.-Mexico War, and which resulted in the 

annexation of Mexico's northern territory.Historian Juan 

Gomez-Quinones argues that with its emphasis on "land and 

language, [the] Alianza's demands did much to shape the 

character of Chicano nationalism" (Chicano Politics 115). 

Ironically, however, Alianza members stressed their Indo-

Hispano ancestry and downplayed their Mexican, or Chicano 

roots (Mufioz 8). Nevertheless, most Chicano and Chicana 

activists viewed Tijerina's anti-colonial actions as heroic 

and stanchly nationalist. 

Reclamation of indigenous land became an increasingly 

symbolic issue with each political event that involved 

radical activists of Mexican descent during this period. 

Another hero who emerged from among the political movements 
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of the early sixties is Cesar Chavez. In California, the 

formation of the National Farm Workers Association (NFWA) in 

1962 by Chavez and Dolores Huerta became a milestone in 

Mexican American political activism. The NPWA's crusade for 

improved wages and working conditions for farm workers 

attracted supporters from several other ongoing political 

movements. It was not unusual for civil rights activists, 

college students, Protestant groups, Catholic priests, and 

celebrities to join campesinos on the picket lines (Acuna, 

Occupied America; The Chicano Struggle 325-326). The farm 

worker movement also attracted immediate support from 

Chicano cultural nationalists such as Valdez. 

In 1964, the farm worker movement gained political 

momentum. By 1965, members had voted to support striking 

Filipino workers--an event that catapulted Chavez into the 

national spotlight and that many would eventually refer to 

32 as the beginning of el movimiento. One year later, Valdez, 

who was born the son of farm workers in the rural California 

town of Delano, composed "The Plan of Delano" for one of the 

most highly publicized farm worker strikes: the 250-mile 

pilgrimage from the farm working community of Delano to the 

State Capitol building in Sacramento that began on March 17, 

1966." 

"The Plan of Delano," occasionally reprinted as the 

"Farm Worker's Manifesto," (Gomez-Quinones, Chicano Politics 

239) further reveals Valdez's brand of Chicano cultural 
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nationalism. In contrast to the anger that permeates 

"Venceremos!" the tone of this manifesto, influenced by 

Chavez's inclusive political tactics and devout Catholicism, 

make the document appear tame. Contrary to popular belief 

about his leadership within el movimiento, Chavez neither 

self-identified as a Chicano nor as a cultural nationalist. 

Munoz points out that Chavez always made it clear that "the 

farmworker's union did not support Chicano cultural 

nationalism or neo-separatism and that he did not consider 

himself to be a Chicano leader but the organizer of a union 

representing a multiracial constituency" (7).^^ Still, the 

majority of Chicano activists considered Chavez a cultural 

hero, and to the emerging body of Chicano cultural 

nationalist literature and political discourse, the 

ideologies of self-determination and sovereignty that were 

embedded in the politics of the farm worker movement were 

profoundly influential. 

On the surface, the six propositions of "The Plan of 

Delano" advocate a non-violent, unarmed revolution. Yet in 

Valdez's message of justice and unity, one can also read 

evidence of a growing Chicano cultural nationalist ideology 

that is militant and politically exclusive at its core. 

Valdez's nationalist agenda was always at odds with Chavez's 

advocacy of non-violence and this ideological tension 

permeates "The Plan of Delano." Once again using the 

manifesto form of political protest, Valdez writes: 



29 

We are conscious of the historical significance of 
our Pilgrimage. It is clearly evident that our path 
travels through a valley well known to all Mexican farm 
workers. We know all of these towns of Delano, Madera, 
Fresno, Modesto, Stockton and Sacramento, because along 
this very same road, in this very same valley, the 
Mexican race has sacrificed itself for the last hundred 
years. Our sweat and our blood have fallen on this 
land to make other men rich. This Pilgrimage is a 
witness to the suffering we have seen for generations. 
(197) 

Valdez begins by calling attention not only to the history 

of economic exploitation that Mexican Americans and Mexican 

nationals had endured at the hands of the California 

agricultural industry, but also to the incidents of violence 

that they had experienced on the picket lines. Striking 

campesinos were accustomed to being repeatedly harrassed by 

supporters of the agricultural growers. As an advocate of 

non-violence, Chavez did what he could to persuade NFWA rank 

and file not to retaliate, but he was unable to prevent 

occasional bouts of farm worker violence. In an attempt to 

halt the violence, Chavez organized the pilgrimage to 

Sacramento in part to attract national attention to his 

movement, but more so "as an atonement for the past sins of 

violence on the part of strikers" (Lewells 17). "The Plan 

of Delano," has been called "the most effective propaganda 

statement available to the Chicano community" (Gomez-

Quinones, Chicano Politics 106). While marchers understood 

that this pilgrimage symbolized a spiritual sacrifice, they 

also understood that it symbolized a political revolution. 

Throughout the manifesto, Valdez takes the opportunity 
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to expose the grower-campesino relationship as analogous to 

the relationship between the colonizer and the colonized. 

Two years after Delano, Valdez provided a more explicit 

interpretation of the history of internal colonialism that 

he attempts to articulate in "The Plan of Delano": 

Most of us know we are not European simply by looking 
in a mirror--the shape of the eyes, the curve of the 
nose, the color of skin, the texture of hair; these 
things belong to another time, another people. 

C  ;  . ]  
Our campesinos, the farm-working raza, find it 

difficult to participate in this alien North-American 
country. The acculturated Mexican-Americans in the 
cities, ex-raza, find it easier. They have solved 
their Mexican contradictions with a pungent dose of 
Americanism, and are more comfortable with status, 
money and bad breath than with their ultimate destiny. 
In a generation or two they will melt into the American 
pot and be no more. But the farmworking raza will not 
disappear so easily. ("The Tale of La Raza" 1-2) 

Valdez's political writing during this period makes clear 

that three of his major concerns were establishing Chicano 

racial and class authenticity and legitimizing the presence 

of Chicanos on North American soil. Cultural nationalist 

ideology is often based upon a distinct division between the 

oppressor class and the oppressed class. In the Americas, 

this division has also historically been divided along 

racial lines: European/Colonizer vs. Indian/Colonized--in 

spite of the obvious racial hybridities and class fissures 

created by the colonial situation. Valdez strongly believed 

that the campesino class symbolized a legitmately colonized 

and indigenous Mexican race.^^ Valdez's accusations here of 

Chicano assimilationism, or vendidismo (traitorousness or 
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selling out) clearly stem from the much older Mexican 

tradition of malinchismo, which is a reference to Dona 

Marina, or la Malinche, the indigenous woman who has been 

inscribed as a traitor to the Mexican nation for aiding and 

abetting Hernan Cortes in his conquest of Mexico,^® 

Despite recent analyses that document the historical 

inaccuracies of nationalist claims of internal colonialism 

(Almaguer 3; Saragoza 8-9), the image of the agricultural 

grower as colonizer was politically powerful enough in the 

late 1960s to garner widespread NFWA support from Mexican 

Americans across the country. To activists like Valdez, 

agricultural growers clearly symbolized the colonial legacy 

of the U.S.-Mexico war. If it did not represent an actual 

reclamation of the land, the campesino declaration of a 

peaceful revolution represented an act of self-determination 

that was modeled after the Mexican indigenista land rights 

activism of Fathers Miguel Hidalgo y Costilla and Jose Maria 

Morelos y Pavon in 1810 (Gomez-Quinones, Roots 73) and of 

Emiliano Zapata and his followers in 1910. Since several 

Mexican nationals were among the NFWA membership, implicit 

and explicit references to Mexican nationalist icons were 

one of the keys to creating transnational solidarity between 

Mexicans and Mexican Americans. 

One of the most powerful icons long associated with th 

politics of the Mexican Revolution is la Virgen de Guadalupe 

(the Virgin of Guadalupe). The image of the Virgin has been 
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appropriated by a variety of political movements in 

different countries and in different eras. But in Mexico 

and the U.S., the image of "the Virgin with the olive 

complexion who first appeared to an Indian" (Lafaye 282) 

symbolized for Valdez and many others in the farm worker 

movement the merging of indigenismo and Catholicism. In 

proposition three of the plan, Valdez declares: 

We seek and have, the support of the Church in what 
we do. At the head of the Pilgrimage we carry LA 
VIRGEN DE LA GUADALUPE [sic] because she is ours, all 
ours. Patroness of the Mexican People. We also carry 
the Sacred Cross and the Star of David because we are 
not sectarians, and because we ask the help and prayers 
of all religions. All men are brothers, sons of the 
same God; that is why we say to all men of good will, 
in the words of Pope Leo XII, 'Everyone's first duty is 
to protect the workers from the greed of speculators 
who use human beings as instruments to provide 
themselves with money. It is neither just nor human to 
oppress men with excessive work to the point where 
their minds become enfeebled and their bodies worn 
out.' (199) 

Although Valdez acknowledges that the NFWA exists on behalf 
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of all economically exploited farm workers, he still 

identifies marchers as "the sons of the Mexican Revolution," 

(200) and from Valdez's perspective, Mexicans and Chicanos 

are a conquered race poised to revolt, albeit peacefully 

here, against the conquerer just as their ancestors had done 

in Mexico with la Virgen de Guadalupe leading the way. 

Since Valdez does not spend much time explaining the 

significance of the image of la Virgen, we can infer that 

his Mexican American audience would have been familiar with 

this image's association with revolutionary movements in 
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Mexico. Certainly Chavez himself was aware. 

La Virgen has been referred to as "the most indigenous 

symbol" of anti-colonialism and indigenous land rights 

activism in Mexico since the early 1800s (Gomez-Quinones, 

Roots 71-73). This long tradition positions la Virgen de 

Guadalupe in this context as a symbol of decolonization for 

Chicanos and campesinos in the farm worker movement. In 

this passage, Valdez underscores his reference to the image 

of la Virgen with a quote from Pope Leo XII, which echoes 

the religious leaders of the 1810 Revolution, who argued 

against colonial exploitation of the masses. More recently 

creative writers and artists such as Gloria Anzaldua and 

Sandra Cisneros have interpreted images of la Virgen as 

subversively feminist. Conversely, in a now classic essay, 

Jose E. Limon argues that while la Virgen de Guadalupe has 

"functioned as a symbol of popular resistance for Mexicans," 

her image has been predominantly appropriated by the 

patriarchal institutions of the Catholic Church and the 

Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI), Mexico's 

dominant political party. Within this cultural and 

historical context, Limon contends that la Virgen de 

Guadalupe represents idealized motherhood, traditional 

standards of purity, and religious servitude for women 

(404). 

Limon further argues that in this century the image's 

ideological uses are ambiguous and are "perhaps more clearly 
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serving the interests of social domination, given what 

appears to be her increased incorporation into the 

structures of masculinized authority on both sides of the 

United States-Mexico border" (407). In 1966 there was at 

least one highly visible Mexican American woman--Dolores 

Huerta--organizing farm worker political activities, but 

Chicana feminist issues were generally considered 

subordinate to the larger issue of liberation for all 

campesinos. In fact, women were originally required to 

remain on the picket lines while the men marched to 

Sacramento (Levy 207). Historian Rosaura Sanchez describes 

what the general attitude toward women's roles within the 

Mexican and Mexican American family would have been in 1966: 

Women have been willing accomplices serving as 
ideological apparatuses of the culture transmitting 
from one generation to the next the same wornout 
expectations of female behavior, the same discourses, 
whether this ideological function has been conscious or 
unconscious. ("The History" 22) 

As an emerging Chicano cultural nationalist, Valdez would 

not have advocated any other interpretation of la Virgen de 

Guadalupe than what was sanctioned by the NFWA, an 

interpretation that reifies her connection with what Limon 

would describe as the patriarchal tradition of Mexican 

Revolutionary politics and what Slinchez would describe as 

the discourse of submission ("The History" 22). 

Valdez's reference to la Virgen as "ours, all ours," is 

an expression of ultra-nationalist indigenismo that 
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solidifies her association with campesinos. His claim 

allows us to read his representation of the image of la 

Virgen as a symbol of liberation and decolonization for the 

campesino class. The ambiguity of the icon also requires us 

to acknowledge that La Virgen de Guadalupe functions here as 

a reinscription of the traditional Mexican American woman's 

role within the culture. It is an image of indigenous women 

that Chicano cultural nationalists would continue to 

reinscribe in their literature and political documents 

throughout el movimiento. The notion of La Virgen de 

Guadalupe as a feminist icon would have to wait until at 

least the mid-1970 for Chicanas to begin their 

reinterpretations. 

Within the farm worker movement, Valdez was well known 

for his playwriting and directing of El Teatro Campesino 

(the farm worker's theater), a forum for the synthesis of 

politics and dramatic performance. After the pilgrimage, 

Valdez frequently recited "The Plan of Delano" in dramatic 

readings, acts that situate the manifesto within a 

performative tradition that served as a "precursor to 

contemporary Chicano poetry" (Ybarra-Frausto, "The Chicano" 

86-88). As el movimiento grew, Valdez's increasing 

militancy diverged too radically from the political ideology 

advocated by Chavez. In 1967, Valdez left the farm worker 

movement in order to concentrate more fully on his 

playwriting and on his efforts to spread Chicano cultural 
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nationalism (Munoz 7). Something Valdez could not have 

predicted more accurately was about to happen: the explosion 

of Chicano cultural nationalism throughout the Southwest. 

Historicizing the Aztec Nation 

It is the task of all literature to present 
illuminating images of mankind. This, as most writers 
are surely aware, is not easy to do. It takes the 
clearest, most unassvmiing effort on the part of the 
poet to speak for Man. This effort is very often 
confused and frustrated when the writer is a victim of 
racism and colonization. His birthright to speak as a 
Man has been forcibly taken from him. To his conquerer 
he is patently subhuman, uncivilized, backward, or 
culturally deprived. The poet in him flounders in a 
morass of lies and distortions about his conquered 
people. He loses his identity with mankind, and self
consciously struggles to regain his one-to-one 
relationship with human existence. It is a long way 
back. 

--Luis Valdez, "La Plebe" Aztlan (1972). 

As the farm worker movement drew nationwide attention 

to the "rural Mexican American experience," urban political 

movements, many of them militant, were also gaining momentum 

in the late 1960s and many of these movements strongly 

influenced Chicano cultural nationalist politics. For 

example, members of the Black Power Movement increasingly 

argued that they were internally colonized and advocated 

separatism (Van Deburg 127); and as the U.S. government 

continued to send more Americans to Vietnam each year, the 

anti-war movement staged even more protests. Other events 

that took place in 1967 that comprise what we now refer to 

as el movimiento include the NFWA nationwide boycott of 
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table grapes, the Alianza's attempted takeover of the county 

courthouse in Tierra Amarilla, New Mexico, the formation of 

the militant political group the Brown Berets, and the 

publication of El Grito: A Journal of Contemporary Mexican 

American Thought in Berkeley, California, a scholarly 

journal that strongly influenced the development of 

movimiento politics. 

Chicano and Chicana activists during this time would 

eventually come to recognize one man as the leading figure 

in urban Chicano politics: Rodolfo "Corky" Gonzales of 

Denver, Colorado. Once a small business-owner and vocal 

member of the Democratic Party, Gonzales founded the Crusade 

for Justice in 1966, a political organization that advocated 

cultural consciousness, humanism, self-determination, and an 

emphasis on la familia (Gomez-Quifiones, Chicano Politics 

113). Although some critics charge that the Crusade was 

overall ineffective in its attempts to politically unify 

Chicanos, Gonzales's grassroots activism and visible 

leadership soon led to his reputation as "the strongest 

advocate of 'Chicano nationalism'" (Gomez-Quinones, Chicano 

Politics 113). Throughout these formative years of el 

movimiento, Gonzales gave many public speeches to capacity 

crowds, arguing vehemently against Chicano assimilationism 

i7 and U.S. governmental exploitation of Mexican Americans. 

Yet he is best known for disseminating his nationalist 

philosophy in "the first major literary work of the Chicano 
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Movement" (Bruce-Novoa 48),*^ I Am Joaguin, an epic poem that 

he composed in 1964 and distributed in mimeograph at 

i i  
countless political rallies. In total over 100,000 

photocopies of Joaguln were distributed in mimeograph during 

this period (qtd. in Candel aria) . 

The poem, published privately by the Crusade for 

Justice in 1967, is most frequently noted for its content 

rather than style (Bruce-Novoa 48; Candelaria 49). For the 

young Chicano and Chicana activists who read mimeographs of 

Joaquin during the mid-sixties, what mattered most was not 

Gonzales's poetic talent, but his veneration of the history 

of Chicanos. Tomas Ybarra-Frausto notes in his study of the 

Chicano poetic consciousness that the movimiento poem 

functioned as "an artistic manifesto which gave new depth to 

the Chicano experience" ("The Chicano" 92). Mufioz concurs 

by arguing that "I Am Joaquin filled a vacuum, for most 

student activists had never read a book about Mexican 

American history--especially one that linked that history 

with Mexican history" (Munoz 61).^® To most activists, 

Gonzales's public denouncements of U.S. neocolonialism 

together with his reclaiming of Chicano history were acts of 

self-determination that legitimized cultural nationalism 

within el movimiento. 

In response to conquest and colonization, Joaquin 

begins by rejecting Chicano assimilation into dominant U.S. 

culture in favor of embracing a more authentic, racially 
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indigenous culture. A mestizo culture yes, but one that 

nonetheless privileges its Mexican Indian blood and the 

noble figure of the campesino. In the opening stanzas of 

the poem, Gonzales inscribes his own version of ultra-

nationalist Chicano indigenismo: 

I am Joaquin 
Lost in a world of confusion. 
Caught up in a whirl of an [sic] 

gringo society. 
Confused by the rules. 
Scorned by attitudes. 
Suppressed by manipulation. 
And destroyed by modern society. 
My fathers 

have lost the economic battle 
and won 

the struggle of cultural survival. 
And now! 

I must choose 
Between the paradox of 
Victory of the spirit, 
despite physical hunger 

Or 
to exist in the grasp 

of American social neurosis, 
sterilization of the soul 

and a full stomach. 

Yes, 
I have come a long way to nowhere. 
Unwillingly dragged by that 

monstrous, technical 
industrial giant called 

Progress 
and Anglo success . . . 
C 3 
I withdraw to the safety within the 
Circle of life . . . 

MY OWN PEOPLE. (3) 

In constructing Joaquin as "the Chicano Everyman," (Bruce-

Novoa 49) Gonzales positions all Chicanos as the victims of 

the legacy of "gringo" colonial violence. This violence is 
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the source of their mestizaje and is what creates the "world 

of confusion" for Chicanos. As a mixed-blood, colonized 

culture intent upon asserting its national liberation and 

maintaining its indigenous cultural integrity, Chicanos must 

negotiate their cultural allegiance. Gonzales organizes the 

poem with a series of oppositional categories which 

ultimately lead his speaker to offer Chicanos two 

ideological choices: vendidismo, assimilation into 

inauthentic "gringo" culture, or indigenismo, glorification 

of authentic Mexican Indian culture. The speaker defines 

economic survival as a quality that defines "Anglo success," 

which leads to "sterilization of the soul." In opposition 

to these negative aspects of Anglo society, Gonzales 

proposes an "authentic" racial indigenousness, which is 

represented by the colonized raza working class who are 

"unwillingly dragged" toward "Progress." Technology and 

progress here function as extensions of U.S. imperialism 

and, therefore, oppress the indigenous cultural roots of the 

Chicano people. 

Yet, as if mimicking the cultural contradictions the 

speaker laments, Gonzales exposes the complexities of racial 

and cultural mestizaje. The speaker beckons la Raza to join 

el wovimiento by stating: "Mejicano/Espanol/Latino/Hispano/ 

Chicano!/or whatever I call myself/I look the same/I feel 

the same/I cry/and/Sing the same" (20). Gonzales's 

acknowlegement here of the cultural diversity and 
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conflicting racial loyalties among la Raza undermines the 

politics of his attempt to essentialize them racially and 

economically in a single category in opposition to the 

colonizer. As much as he attempts to fashion Chicanos as 

authentic Mexican Indians and as an internally colonized 

indigenous nation, the fact that people of Mexican descent 

comprise divergent mestizajes remains in constant conflict 

with Gonzales's ultra-nationalist indigenista agenda. 

In spite of these contradictions, Gonzales maintains 

his political position, arguing further that Chicano 

cultural survival and Chicano cultural nationalism are 

inextricable and depend upon preserving the integrity of an 

authentic, idealized, and exoticized symbol of Mexican 

Indian manhood. This sentiment becomes clear as the speaker 

continues to assert his indigenista philosophy: 

I am Cuauhtemoc, 
Proud and Noble 

Leader of men. 
King of an empire, 
civilized beyond the dreams 

of the Gachupin Cortez, 
Who is also the blood, 

the image of myself. 
I am the Maya Prince. 
I am Nezahualcoyotl, 
Great leader of the Chichimecas, 
I am the sword and flame of Cortez 

the despot. 
And 

I am the Eagle and the Serpent of 
the Aztec civilization. (3-5) 

The recuperation of indigenous pre-Cortesian heroes enables 

a downtrodden, twentieth-century Joaquin to transform 
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himself into a modern day Chicano warrior and poet-

philosopher of el movimiento. However, once again, 

Gonzales's construction of Chicano identity as representing 

both the colonizer and the colonized creates an ideological 

paradox that simplifies the history of Spanish colonialism 

in Mexico as well as distorts pre-conquest Aztec class 

heirarchy. This ahistorical conflation of nobleman and 

commoner, ironically in a literary text that is noted for 

its historical significance (Munoz 61), places emphasis upon 

the glory of pre-conquest Mexican Indian ancestors. This 

indigenista rhetorical strategy creates the illusion that 

Chicanos have a legitimate claim to the Aztec Nation. The 

images of the eagle and serpent, icons emblazoned on the 

Mexican national flag, establish an apparently seamless 

ancestral link between indigenous Mexico and Chicanos and 

underscore a Chicano cultural nationalist loyalty to 

indigenous Mexico as opposed to Spain. 

Gonzales's narrative strategy in this "artistic 

manifesto" is deliberate, for his intention is to raise the 

nationalist consciousness of the Chicano and Chicana 

activist. As with resistance movements around the world, 

contemporary Chicano poetry was synonymous with Chicano 

politics. According to Ybarra-Frausto, Chicano poems "were 

created both as ideological documents and as formal 

artifacts." Poetry, he asserts, "became an abstract 

creative way to essentialize the reality of the Chicano 
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experience, upholding a vision of resistance and struggle" 

(Ybarra-Frausto, "The Chicano" 105). The distribution of 

thousands of mimeographed copies of Joaquin in combination 

with the staging of dramatic readings of the poem at rallies 

(Perez-Torres, Movements 70) was powerful political 

propaganda. 

It is interesting to note that anthropological and 

archaeological studies of "nation-building"47 have shown that 

the cultural nationalist rhetorical strategies that were 

used by activists like Gonzales and Valdez bear significant 

similarities to those found in ancient civilizations. For 

example, Don D. Fowler argues in "Uses of the Past: 

Archaeology in the Service of the State" that 

one of the primary symbolic resources controlled by 
nation-states is religious ideology and its supporting 
myths. A principle means of legitimizing a ruler's 
authority is to establish, or validate the ruler's 
genealogical links back through time to the founding 
dieties; the ultimate symbolic sources of power and 
authority. Whether the genealogical links are actual 
or putative is irrelevant. As long as the populace and 
the loyal opposition (if any) act as if they are 
actual, they are. (230) 

The work of Joyce Marcus also reveals that mytho-historical 

revision is a centuries-old Mesoamerican tradition that 

Chicano cultural nationalist indigenista practices appear to 

replicate. 48 In her lengthy study of Mesoamerican writing 

systems, Marcus asserts that for cultures such as the 

Aztecs, Mixtecs, Zapotecs, and Mayas, writing was "a tool of 

the state," that was "restricted to the elite," (xvii) a 
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privilege that "distinguished the ruling class from the 

commoners" (7). Marcus's most intriguing assertion, and the 

foundation of her research, is that "for complex societies 

such as those of later Mesoamerica, propaganda was the means 

by which ideology was disseminated to make political acts 

acceptable and intelligible to the masses of society" 

(160) 

This type of scholarship contributes to our 

understanding of Chicano nation-building in two ways. 

First, studies of "pre-nationalist," Mexican Indian writing 

confirm the powerful ties between mytho-historical revision 

and political mobilization. Second, and more importantly, 

Mesoamerican Studies reminds us that contrary to the 

nationalist insistence upon an idealized, indigenous 

authenticity and Chicano cultural and economic collectivity, 

these categories of identity are continually invented and 

imagined constructs. 

There is no doubt that Gonzales and his fellow Chicano 

activists of el movimiento, who were reacting to a history 

of intense racism and "psychic violence" (Gutierrez 45) had 

valid reasons for perceiving themselves as part of a 

cultural group that had been dispossessed of their homeland 

in the same manner as American Indians and indigenous 

peoples outside of the United States. Nevertheless, 

nationalist narratives that positioned Chicanos as 

monolithically colonized and authentically indigenous were 
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political artifacts created by a select few "Chicano elite," 

who imagined a Chicano identity on behalf of the entire 

group. And, just as with the Aztec elite who "jealously 

guarded" their political powers of inscription (Marcus 7)^® 

many Chicano cultural nationalists staunchly defended their 

ideology. Most Chicano activists during this period dared 

not challenge cultural nationalist ideology for fear of 

being ostracized from el movimiento or worse, for fear of 

being labeled "vendidosDespite these facts, one cannot 

ignore that Chicano cultural nationalist narratives were 

highly effective in establishing, at least for a time, 

enough unity among Chicanos and Chicanas to create 

widespread political change in the United States. With 

poems like Joaguin, Chicano politics significantly 

contributed to the flowering of a Chicano and Chicana 

literary renaissance. 

Gonzales knew that urban and rural Chicanos shared the 

same concern about their status as an indigenous national 

group dispossessed of their homeland Aztlan. Reclamation of 

a Chicano homeland--even if only at the spiritual level--

emerged, therefore, as a central political issue in his epic 

poem.^^ The speaker of Joaquin proclaims: 

I owned the land as far as the eye 
could see under the crown of Spain, 
and I toiled on my earth 
and gave my Indian sweat and blood 

for the Spanish master. 
Who ruled with tyranny over man and 
beast and all that he could trample 
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But . . . 
THE GROUND WAS MINE . . . 

I was both tyrant and slave. (5) 

Echoing the discourse of American Indian land rights 

activism of the early 1960s, the author uses the poem to 

reject Spanish as well as American colonialism and to 

celebrate his pre-conquest Mexican Indian ancestry and 

campesino heritage. The speaker's recognition of his 

racial mestiza3e--the "Indian sweat and blood" that he 

previously asserts is also the blood of "the Gachupin 

Cortez" (Spaniard)--forces him to acknowledge the irony of 

his subject-position as both possessor and dispossessor. 

But as with other sections of the poem, this reference to 

Chicano mixed-blood identity is designed to legitimize 

Chicano cultural nationalist claims to land and culture--

ciaims that are ultimately fueled by an indigenista loyalty 

to Mexican Indian blood and not to European blood. 

While recognizing Joaquin as a significant contribution 

to Chicano poetry, literary critics like Candelaria and 

Rafael Perez-Torres quickly point out the poem's narrow 

representation of the complexity of the Chicano race and 

culture.^® Within the context of el movimiento and Chicano 

cultural nationalist politics, the nostalgic images of 

mestizo culture in Joaquin demonstrate the author's 

intention to inspire an emotional response from the readers 

and to encourage them to rally behind his political message. 

Despite the apparent racial, cultural, and historical 
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contradictions that permeate the poem, it would be difficult 

to argue that Gonzales's poetic efforts did not contribute 

to the political mobilization of Chicano activists 

throughout the U.S. The publication of his poem was clearly 

a benchmark moment in Chicano/a literature. 

While the imagery in Joaquin overwhelmingly validates 

Chicano masculinity, the author nonetheless attempts to 

bring "the Chicana experience" to the reader's attention. 

In his attempt to sustain the integrity of the traditional 

familia, Gonzales offers his nationalist interpretation of 

Chicanas through the following imagery: 

I am 
the black shawled 
faithful women 
who die with me 
or live 
depending on the time and place. 
I am 

faithful, 
humb1e, 

Juan Diego, 
the Virgen de Guadalupe, 
Tonatzin, Aztec Goddess too. (11) 

[ 3 

I am the eyes of woman, 
sheltered beneath 

her shawl of black, 
deep and sorrowful 
eyes, 

That bear the pain of sons long buried 
or dying. 
Dead 

on the battlefield or on the barbwire 
of social strife. 

Her rosary she prays and fingers 
endlessly 

like the family 
working down a row of beets 



48 

to turn around 
and work 

There is no end. 
Her eyes a mirror of all the warmth 

and all the love for me. 
And I am her 
And she is me. 

We face life together in sorrow, 
anger, joy, faith and wishful 
thoughts. (17-19) 

From the speaker's perspective in Joaquin, Chicanas can 

achieve self-determination and become cultural heroes only 

by refracting the experience of their Chicano brothers. 

Joaquin, the Chicano everyman, constructs himself as a 

transgendered "black shawled faithful woman" only to 

reinscribe the limited socio-cultural boundaries of Mexican 

American women's servitude, motherhood, and religious 

devotion. It is important to remember that in the late 

sixties, long before Chicano and Chicana literary and 

cultural studies deconstructed Chicano cultural nationalist 

narratives, several Chicana activists like Enriqueta 

Longeaux y Vasquez were already risking accusations of 

vendidismo and malinchismo by publically denouncing Chicano 

cultural nationalist ideological interpretations of Chicana 
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culture. Rather than linking contemporary Mexican American 

women's history to prominent Aztec women or to the Mexican 

soldadera tradition the way he links contemporary Chicanos 

to Aztec warriors and Mexican Revolutionary male heroes, 

Gonzales prefers to construct a selective Chicano history 

that celebrates Chicano heroism alone, signaling the 
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58 privileging of masculinity in the Aztec Nation. 

Reclaiming the Aztec Nation 

U.S.A. Is Trespassing In New Mexico 
U.S.A. Has No Title For New Mexico 

The Treaty Of Guadalupe Hidalgo Is A Fraud And Invalid 
Estados Unidos No Tiene Jurisdiccion En Nuevo Mexico 

All Trespassers Must Get Out Of New Mexico Now! 
All Pirates Go Home 

All Spanish And Indian Pueblos Are Free Forever 
All Trespassers Will Be Punished By Law 

Vivan Los Pueblos Republicas Libres De Nuevo Mexico. 
--Alianza Federal de Pueblos Libres handbill 
(1960) . 

In 1969, two years after the publication of Gonzales's 

epic poem, Chicano and Chicana activists gathered in Denver, 

Colorado for the first Chicano Youth Liberation Conference 

that was organized by the Crusade for Justice. The 

conference allowed over two thousand activists from around 

the United States the chance to hold discussions and debates 

on the political, social, educational, and economic issues 

affecting Chicanos and Chicanas. But at the forefront of 

these debates was Chicano cultural nationalism. While an 

array of U.S. civil rights and Third World activism 

continued to inspire and inform Chicano politics, the 

political influence of the Alianza and farm worker movements 

remained strong. These ideological influences are clearly 

evident in the narrative of the most significant document 

produced and adopted at the conference: "El Plan Espiritual 

de Aztlan." Only a handful of conference attendees are 

generally credited with composing the manifesto, but the 
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preamble to the political document was the work of a young 

activist poet from southern California named Alurista. 

As a political call to action "El Plan Espiritual" 

sought economic, cultural, social, and spiritual liberation 

for la Raza. Demands stated in this nationalist manifesto 

also emphasized restitution of Southwestern land that the 

U.S. had stolen from the "Mestizo Nation." These political 

issues are introduced by Alurista's ultra-nationalist 

indigenista rhetorical style, which promotes pride in 

Mexican Indian ancestry: 

In the spirit of a new people that is conscious not 
only of its proud historical heritage, but also of the 
brutal "Gringo" invasion of our territories. We, the 
Chicano inhabitants and civilizers of the northern land 
of Aztlan, from whence came our forefathers, reclaiming 
the land of their birth and consecrating the 
determination of our people of the sun. Declare that 
the call of our blood is our power, our responsibility, 
and our inevitable destiny. 

We are free and sovereign to determine those tasks 
which are justly called for by our house, our land, the 
sweat of our brows and by our hearts. Aztlan belongs 
to those that plant the seeds, water the fields, and 
gather the crops, and not to the foreign Europeans. We 
do not recognize capricious frontiers on the Bronze 
Continent. 

Brotherhood unites us, and love for our brothers 
makes us a people whose time has come and who struggles 
against the foreigner "Gabacho" who exploits our riches 
and destroys our culture. With our hearts in our hands 
and our hands in the soil. We Declare the Independence 
of our Mestizo Nation. We are a Bronze People with a 
Bronze Culture. Before the world, before all of North 
America, before all our brothers in the Bronze 
Continent. We are a Nation. We are a Union of Free 
Pueblos. We are Aztlan. (5) 

Emphasizing blood and land, Alurista revists the themes of 

indigenous and class authenticity that were made prominent 
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by Valdez in "The Plan of Delano" and by Gonzales in I Am 

Joaquin. Working class, indigenous Chicano culture is 

distinguished from the dominant, colonizing "Gringo" culture 

in order to establish a common indigenous racial origin and 

Chicano history. Moreover, this cultural representation of 

Chicanos legitimizes them as a colonized race dispossessed 

of their homeland. 

Alurista's indigenista discourse intentionally echoes 

Third World, Black nationalist, and American Indian activist 

decolonizing discourses of this period. In their unique 

ways all of these discourses emphasized decolonization, 

racial pride, self-determination, and land rights. Yet, the 

concept of reclamation of a homeland in this preamble is a 

direct reference to the battles over land that the Alianza 

had been fighting in New Mexico for several years. Richard 

Griswold del Castillo argues that the Alianza's resurrection 

of the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo was the inspiration for 

the creation of "El Plan Espiritual," as "a document of 

Chicano solidarity and declaration of independence" (134). 

The Alianza had always made clear that their demands for 

land were made on behalf of the Indo-Hispano inhabitants of 

northern New Mexico, whom they claimed were the rightful 

landowners of territories unlawfully stolen by the United 

States. The Chicano cultural nationalist concept of land 

ownership as presented in Alurista's preamble reworks the 

Alianza concept of a "Union of free pueblos." Unlike the 
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Alianza, which recognized the distinct land rights of Native 

Americans in New Mexico, Chicano activists chose to subsume 

these rights under the rubric of Chicano cultural 

national ism. 

"El Plan Espiritual" emphasizes the reestablishment of 

a spiritual relationship between Chicanos and Aztlan. In 

asserting indigenista ideology, Alurista and his co-authors 

of the manifesto hoped to inspire nationalist loyalty to an 

ancestral homeland and culture and to mobilize Chicanos and 
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Chicanas toward a political revolution. Chicano and 

Chicana activists were already witnessing an economic 

revolution in the form of farm worker strikes. Alurista 

reminds his readers of this fact by weaving together 

references to farm land and farm workers when he argues that 

"Aztlan belongs to those that plant the seeds, water the 

fields, and gather the crops." This sentence not only 

functions as a reminder of the ongoing campesino and Alianza 

struggles over land, but it also creates the illusion that 

the "Chicano inhabitants and civilizers of Aztlan" are 

direct descendants of the ancient Aztecs because they 

sustain the agricultural legacy of their Mexican Indian 

ancestors. In addition, because of the reader's familiarity 

with the discourse of American Indian activism and the 

popular image of American Indians as inherently associated 

with the land, the connection between Chicanos and their 

indigenous ancestors is strengthened. 



This concept of an authentic indigenous ancestry is 

underscored by the visual images that bordered the text of 

"El Plan Espiritual" in one of its earliest reprintings. 

Soon after the conference, the manifesto was published in 

regional Chicano newspapers such as San Diego, California's 

La Verdad and Espaiiola, New Mexico's El Grito del Norte. By 

1969 reports of indigenous political activism in the United 

States and the Third World had appeared in El Grito for over 

a year. Frequent illustrations of Mexican revolutionary 

hero Emiliano Zapata, revolutionary leader Che Guevara, and 

photographs of Tijerina were also familiar to the 

publication's audience. In the July 1969 issue, featuring 

English and Spanish reprints of "El Plan Espiritual," the 

political narrative celebrating Aztec culture was 

reinvigorated by El Grito's own indigenista loyalties, which 

inspired an anonymous graphic artist to frame the printed 

text with illustrations of Nahua pictographs and ideographs. 

Figured most prominently in the upper-left corner of the 

page is an image of an Aztec Jaguar warrior--one of the 

military elite, a select division that included commoners 

whose bravery was quickly rewarded with with economic, 

class, and military promotions (Marcus 361). In this 

rendering of an ancient warrior, the subject wears full 

ceremonial regalia while tossing corn kernels toward the 

earth. Thus, the graphic artist iconographically represents 

"the proud historical heritage" of revolutionary Chicanos 
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who will go on to cultivate a revolution in Aztlan. Chicano 

historical heritage in this visual representation, however, 

is clearly gendered male. In spite of the nationalist 

vision of a liberation movement intended for the 

decolonization of La Raza de Bronce, the exclusionary 

discourse and political tactics of Chicano cultural 

nationalism elided the significance of indigenous women to 

Mesoamerican history as well as the contributions that 

Chicanas were making to el movimiento. The image of the 

Aztec warrior, defender of Aztlan, underscores the subtext 

of carnalismo (brotherhood) in "El Plan Espiritual" and in 

el movimiento. 

The preamble to the document is followed by a set of 

political demands that outline steps for the decolonization 

of Aztlan. Samples of organizational goals in "El Plan 

Espiritual" include the following key statements regarding 

Chicano solidarity, self-determination, economic rights, 

land rights, self-defense, and artistic and cultural 

practices: 

• unity in thought of our people concerning the 
barrios, the pueblo, the campo, the land, the poor, 
the middle class, the professional is committed to 
the liberation of La Raza; 

• economic control of our lives and our communities can 
only come about by driving the exploiter out of our 
communities, our pueblos, and our lands and by 
controlling and developing our own talents, sweat and 
resources; 

• lands rightfully ours will be fought for and 
defended; 

• land and realty ownership will be acquired by the 
community for the people's welfare; 
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• [we will seek] restitution for past economic slavery, 
political exploitation, ethnic and cultural 
psychological destruction and denial of civil and 
human rights; 

• The front line defense will come from the barrios, 
the campos, the pueblos, and the ranchitos. Their 
involvement as protectors of their people will be 
given respect and dignity. They in turn offer lives 
for their people; 

• We must insure [sic] that our writers, poets, 
musicians, and artists produce literature, and art 
that is appealing to our people and relates to our 
revolutionary culture; 

• Our cultural values of life, family, and home will 
serve as a powerful weapon to defeat the gringo 
dollar value system and encourage the process of love 
and brotherhood. (5) 

Most historians would agree that "El Plan Espiritual" is a 

landmark in contemporary Chicano history and that it 

initated a number of positive changes in American politics 

and the American educational system. Still, the document 

was based upon idealistic premises that distorted Chicano 

culture. For example, "El Plan Espiritual" assumed that all 

Chicanos shared the same history of colonization, which is 

inaccurate even though the majority of Chicanos in the 

United States during the late 1960s came from working poor 

families and were among the most educationally 

disadvantaged. The document also does not clearly define 

Chicano cultural nationalism. It argues that Chicano self-

determination can only be achieved within a separate Chicano 

community, or in institutions that support the ideology of 

la Causa. However, the concepts of "the Chicano community," 

"family," or "home" are not clearly defined. Nor are the 

"cultural values" of "the Chicano people." The only 
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interpretation the reader is left with is that these 

concepts should always reflect the vague notion of the 

humanist spirit of Chicano cultural nationalism as expressed 

in the manifesto, which is framed by Alurista's indigenista 

preamble. This emphasis on indigenousness overwhelmingly 

suggests that any social and political practices or cultural 

expressions that deviate from those outlined in the document 

will be regarded by cultural nationalists as acts of 

betrayal and assimilation into dominant culture. The 

clearest goals expressed in the document concern immediate 

political action such as the widespread "distribution of 'El 

Plan Espiritual"* a "national walkout" at colleges and 

schools, and the creation of a national political party. 

Chicano and Chicana historians have recently provided 

painstaking analyses of the premise of decolonization that 

permeates Chicano cultural nationalist discourse. In a 

sharp reassessment of the "internal colonial model," 

historian Tomas Almaguer rejects its legitimacy as a 

framework for discussions of Chicano culture because it is a 

social model that insists upon the year 1848 as one of the 

defining moments for Chicano history. Almaguer argues that 

the concept of internal colonialism, particularly as applied 

in one of the most quoted Chicano history texts, Rodolfo 

Acufia's 1972 edition of Occupied America, has contributed to 

the decontextualization of Chicano history. Almaguer points 

out that under the internal colonial model 
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Mexican Americans should be viewed as a vanquished 
people victimized by a classic 'colonial* conquest: the 
United States-Mexico war. This conquest is seen as 
part of the global process whereby Europeans have 
subordinated non-white populations and established 
elaborate institutional structures that perpetuate a 
colonial situation. This colonial situation is viewed 
as the 'domestic face' of the worldwide European 
colonization of the non-Western world initiated in the 
sixteenth century [viz. 'internal colonialism']. (9) 

Fellow historian Alex M. Saragoza agrees that the internal 

colonial model distorts the complexity of Chicano culture, 

referring to it as "the quintessential victimization 

framework." Commenting on Chicano cultural nationalism and 

colonialism, Saragoza reminds us that 

class tensions and social rifts have marked the history 
of people of Mexican origins from the beginning, before 
the arrival of the gringo, gabacho, yanqui, or 'Anglo.' 
If American racism lessened such differences among 
Chicanos, it did not erase them. A sense of 
nationalism or group grievance may have attenuated 
class distinctions, but class cleavages endured, (his 
emphases) (7) 

In spite of its significance as an historic marker of U.S. 

domination over Mexico, the use of the 1848 Treaty of 

Guadalupe-Hidalgo as the text that symbolizes the 

colonization of the Chicano culture anchored an 

essentialized Chicano and Chicana identity to the internal 

colonial model. As Almaguer accurately points out, the 

Treaty did not have the same impact upon all classes of 

people of Mexican descent living in the territory. 

Furthermore, as Alurista's preamble shows, "El Plan 

Espiritual" conflates the many different effects the Treaty 

had upon other ethnic minorities throughout the Southwest, 
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including Asian Americans, African Americans, and most 

especially Native Americans.®" 

Inscribing the Aztec Nation 

Perhaps the principal significance of the Chicano 
Renaissance lies in the identification of Chicanos with 
their Indian past. It matters not what etymologies are 
ascribed to the word 'Chicano'; the distinction is not 
that the word is a denigration but that it has been 
consciously and deliberately chosen over all other 
words to identify Mexican Americans who regard 
themselves as Montezuma's children. 

--Philip Ortego,"Chicano Poetry: Roots and 
Writers" (1971). 

By the 1969 publication date of "El Plan Espiritual," a 

number of historical and anthropological studies of Aztec 

culture were available to movimiento activists, several of 

whom were college students at the time. Klor de Alva 

documents that texts published in the early 1960s by the 

prominent Mexican anthropologist Miguel Leon-Portilla "were 

regularly quoted or assigned to Chicano college students in 

courses seeking to provide them with both inspiration and a 

sense of a glorious common history" ("Introduction" xvi). 

Leon-Porti1 la's decades of expertise on Nahua culture and 

language has influenced more Chicanos and Mesoamericanists 

than the work of any other scholar (Klor de Alva, 

"Introduction" 127). His translations of Nahuatl literature 

and interpretations of religion and philosophy provided 

Chicano indigenxstas with points of access to pre-Cortesian 

ancestors and their deities, who symbolized the prestige and 
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power that Chicanos sought to emulate. Some Chicano 

cultural nationalists were so inspired by Aztec philosophy 

and spirituality that many artists among their ranks 

immediately proclaimed themselves the new tlamantinime (wise 

men) of Chicano culture (Padilla 130). And among the 

tlamantinime who would go on to reconstruct an Aztec Nation 

with the "romantic desire to resuscitate antiquity" 

(Herzfeld 28) was Alberto Baltazar Urista Heredia--better 

known by his pen name Alurista--the most prolific and widely 

recognized Chicano cultural nationalist poet of el 

movimiento. Alurista's images of the Mesoamerican icons 

Quetzalcoatl and Tlaloc juxtaposed against images of 

campesinos and vatos locos (urban street youths) may best 

represent the confluence of indigenista poetics and politics 

of this period. 

Alurista's childhood experiences were quite different 

from those of Valdez and Gonzales. He was born in Mexico 

City in 1947 and attended a military Catholic grade school. 

While there, the young Alurista became the school's orator, 

reciting patriotic Mexican poetry at public events. In the 

early 1960s, his family moved to Tijuana, the Mexican border 

town adjacent to San Diego, California. Alurista himself 

lived in San Diego where he attend junior high, high school, 

and college. As a student at San Diego State University, he 

became interested in the farm worker movement that was 

gaining prominence throughout the United States. Alurista 
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has often stated that it was the leadership of Cesar Chavez 

that most influenced his political activism and poetry 

during the early sixties. Hence, beginning in 1966, the 

year of the Delano pilgrimage, Alurista composed countless 

poems as he said "for the purpose of recording the events" 

of el movimiento (Binder 5).®^ 

Like Valdez's manifesto and Gonzales's epic poem, 

mimeographed copies of Alurista's poetry were distributed at 

movimiento rallies and on picket lines; others of his poems 

were published in underground Chicano newspapers (Ybarra-

Frausto, "Alurista's Poetics" 117). The first time 

Alurista*s poetry appeared in a major Chicano publication 

was in 1968 in Berkeley's El Grito: A Journal of 

Contemporary Mexican-American Thought, a literary event 

hailed by the editors as the "resurgence of an old poetic 

form in a contemporary setting" (Carrillo and Vega 3). 

Perhaps the most historically significant of Alurista's 

poems during the late sixties was the preamble to "El Plan 

Espiritual de Aztlan," which he composed at the 1969 Denver 

Chicano Youth Liberation Conference. It wasn't until 1971 

that one hundred of Alurista's poems were chosen for his 

first poetry collection entitled Floricanto en Aztlan. 

The publication of Floricanto came on the heels of 

several widely publicized and emotionally-charged political 

protests organized by American Indian and Chicano activists 

throughout California. In 1969, events included the Chicano 
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Youth Liberation Conference, which mobilized over a thousand 

Chicano and Chicana activists from around the country. 

Later the same year, the pan-Indian activist group, Indians 

of All Tribes, occupied Alcatraz Island in the San Francisco 

Bay and, in defiance of U.S. Marshal Is, would remain there 

for over a year. In the summer of 1970, the Chicano 

Moratorium was held in Los Angeles--a peaceful march in 

protest of the Vietnam war. Tragically, the event was 

abruptly halted when a Los Angeles police officer allegedly 

murdered a prominent Mexican American journalist, Ruben 

Salazar, a Los Angeles Times reporter who often championed 

the cause of Chicanos in the mainstream press. 

As an activist-poet concerned with indigenous rights, 

Alurista was influenced by political activities within the 

American Indian Movement, and he directly participated in 

many of the Chicano political events organized in the late 

1960s and early 1970s. Floricanto explicitly reveals 

Alurista's political passion as well as his extensive 

knowledge of Nahuatl poetics, language, and philosophy 

(Ybarra-Frausto, "Alurista's Poetics" 119). In 1971, 

Alurista co-founded the regional political group Toltecas en 

Aztlan, whose specific purpose was to study "indigenous 

wisdom in art, music, literature, and life." Organizers of 

this group devoted themselves to developing young Chicanos 

and Chicanas into "'cultural guerillas,' people trained to 

use art as a weapon in the struggle for social change" 
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(Ybarra-Prausto, "Alurista's Poetics" 124-5). Ybarra-

Frausto argues that Alurista asked for "the reviti1ization 

of an indigenous Chicano world view as an antidote for the 

vacuous and sterile reality of white America," and further 

notes that Alurista "drew attention to a cultural legacy 

from Indo-America which he designated as the authentic root 

of Chicano culture" (Ybarra-Frausto, "Alurista's Poetics" 

120). The poems in Floricanto are a testament to this 

ultra-nationalist, Chicano indigenista political stance. 

Chicano liberation is a dominant theme in Floricanto, 

and its decolonizing discourse is unique in several ways. 

Literary critics regularly note that what distinguishes 

Alurista's poetry from his contemporaries is his 

manipulation of language: he is one of the first published 

multilingual Chicano poets, synthesizing English, Spanish, 

the Chicano regional dialect of calo, as well as Nahuatl. 

When Alurista began publishing his poems in the late 1960s, 

some editors in the fledgling Chicano literary presses 

resisted his multilinguistic style; editors encouraged the 

poet to write in either Spanish or English.®^ In spite of 

this initial resistance, Alurista was able to convince 

editors of the historical and political significance of his 

poetry. It was also helpful that most of these editors were 

themselves creative writers and active in el movimiento. 

Foreshadowing Gloria Anzaldua's hybrid poetics, the 

title of this poetry collection, Floricanto en Rztlan, pays 
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homage to the ancient Nahua practice of synthesizing poetics 

and spirituality, which Alurista aimed to revive. The Nahua 

concept of flor y canto (flower and song), which Candelaria 

claims is synonymous with movimiento poetry, denotes the 

process by which poetry is designed "to transform mundane 

experience into mystical insight" (34-5). By 1971 Alurista 

had been experimenting with chanting and singing his poetry. 

These creative public performances also worked as cultural 

guerilla tactics and as enactments of verisimilitude 

(Ybarra-Frausto, "Alurista's Poetics" 124-5). Alurista's 

goal was to recreate an authentic Mexican Indian 

performance. Audience members were strongly encouraged to 

assume they were experiencing the rebirth of pre-conquest 

Mexican Indian culture (Keller xi-xlix).®^ 

The poems in Floricanto are designed to inspire 

allegiance to cultural nationalist ideology, particularly 

Chicano self-determination. The primary rhetorical strategy 

that Alurista relies upon in the poetry is indigenismo, an 

ideology that consistently evokes nostalgia for an ancient 

and conquered civilization of Mesoamerican ancestors. For 

example, he begins the collection with "when raza?"--a poem 

designed to persuade Chicanos to reclaim their indigenous 

heritage and initiate self-determination: 

when raza? 
when . . . 

yesterday's gone 
and 

mafiana 
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manana doesn't come 
for he who waits 

no morrow 
only for he who is now 

to whom when equals now 
he will see a morrow 
manana la Raza 

la gente que espera 
no vera manana 
our tomorrow es hoy 

ahorita 
que VIVA LA RAZA 

mi gente 
our people to freedom 

when? 
now, ahorita define tu mafiana hoy. (1) 

This brief poem that introduces the collection is 

deceptively simple and free of explicit indigenismos 

(Indianist symbolism or vocabulary). It does, however, 

strongly allude to two popular images associated with people 

of Mexican descent. First, repetitions of the word 

"manana," remind the reader of the racist stereotype of the 

"lazy Mexican," which is usually represented by an image of 

a campesino sleeping under a saguaro cactus.®^ An inventive 

poet, Alurista is accustomed to using images from and 

allusions to Mexican and American popular culture. In this 

context, the negative stereotype represents the internally 

colonized status of Chicanos. But it is a status that 

Alurista believes Chicanos have the power to change. The 

poet rejects complacency and challenges his readers to defy 

racism and colonialism with self-determination. 

In striking contrast to Alurista's allusions to 

stereotypes of cultural stagnation and colonization are his 
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allusions to the types of revolutions that historically 

characterize Mexican nationalism. The poet creates these 

allusions with references to la Raza. Chicano activists 

within el movimiento regularly used this phrase to refer to 

themselves and to Mexicans as a unified cultural group. 

These references are idealistical1y intended to remind the 

readers that as members of la Raza, they are part of a long 

history of independence movements and are responsible for 

continuing this revolutionary tradition in el movimiento. 

Alurista's critics rarely discuss the indigenista 

artwork that accompanies the poetry in Floricanto. The 

editors state in a preface that Floricanto is part of "a 

proscenium for the works of Chicano artists of importance 

and influence in the current cultural renaissance of the 

Chicano people" (Gomez-Quinones and Sifuentes npn). As 

advocates of Chicano cultural production, the editors' 

intention here is to promote visual representations that 

highlight the political messages in Alurista's poetry. And 

the most significant messages are communicated through 

indigenismo. 

If we include the cover art, the page that faces the 

poem "when raza?" is the second of sixteen silkscreened 

images that were created by the Chicana artist Judith 

Hernandez and strategically placed throughout the 

collection. Each image is brown--presumably a color chosen 

to iconographically represent 2a Raza de Bconce. The image 
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facing "when raza?" features an eagle warrior, fully attired 

in ceremonial plumes that are spread wide across the page. 

The warrior's arms are stretched upward as if to mimic the 

flight of an eagle. He also gazes toward the sky, or 

perhaps toward the sun in honor of Huitzilopochtli, the 

Aztec god of the sun and warfare. This image unmistakably 

reinforces Alurista's message of Chicano liberation while 

offering an image of an ancient, if idealistic, role model 

for Chicanos: the warrior, a social class that signifies the 

achievement of self-determination within a liberated Aztec 

Nation. 

In "libertad sin lagrimas," (freedom without tears) 

Alurista continues to develop the decolonizing discourse of 

Chicano cultural nationalism, which is now explicitly 

infused with his interpretation of indigenismo: 

la Raza 
nosotros 

we won't let it 
freedom shall not escape us 

libertad en mano 
frente erecta 

we shall 
now 

are 
1ibres 

albedrio of our self assertion 
and our will 

to be men 
cabal 1eros 

clanes tigres 
proud guerrero plumaje 

free like the eagle 
y la serpiente. (5) 

Once again, Alurista asserts to his readers that the power 
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to achieve liberation exits "en mano," in their own hands, 

and they can pursue their freedom "frente erecta," with 

heads held high. Bilingual readers may recogize other 

figurative uses of the word "frente," which often have 

military connotations, for example, as in the phrases 

"frente de batalla," (battle front), "atacar de frente" (to 

make a frontal attack), and "ide frente!, jar!" (forward!, 

march!). The implication is that Chicanos have 

"1ibres/albedrio," free will, if they will only assert it as 

aggressively as their indigenous ancestors did in their 

battles to build a pre-conquest Aztec Nation. Indigenista 

imagery here echoes the visual image of the eagle warrior 

facing the poem "when raza?" The use of the plural 

"caballeros," (gentlemen horsemen), may to some critics 

suggest a hispanista, or Hispanicist interpretation of 

chivalry. However the familiar image of the sophisticated 

nobleman is transformed here by its association with "clanes 

tigres" (jaguar warrior societies) and eagle warriors who 

fought in "proud guerrero plumaje" (warrior plumage). These 

images of ancient Aztec warriors represent societies of 

elite indigenous heroism that suggest that contemporary 

Chicano manhood is defined and authenticated by the practice 

of indigenista poetics and politics. Like Valdez and 

Gonzales, yet perhaps even more so, Alurista is forced to 

romanticize ancient Mesoamerican culture in order to achieve 

his goal of constructing propagandistic images that inspire 
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political mobilization and a renewal of the rites of Chicano 

manhood. 

The poet's glorifications of the Aztec military imply 

that Aztec society was anything but dominant over weaker 

pre-conquest indigenous groups. Since the early part of 

this century Mesoamericanists, and more recently Chicana 

feminists, have documented that social class was highly 

structured in Aztec society. In War and Society in Ancient 

America, Ron Hassig notes that the Aztec military class 

structure was meriotocratic and somewhat more flexible than 

Aztec society in general: 

social advancement was possible through three 
occupations: priest, merchant, or soldier. Of these, a 
military career was the avenue open to the majority of 
Aztecs. If a commoner succeeded as a warrior, he could 
achieve the status of a meritocratic noble and enjoy 
many rights of nobility, which became hereditary. This 
access to higher social standing was a great motivator 
for commoners to go to war. (137) 

Yet, as with most military institutions, Aztec soldiers were 

still subject to a stringent ranking system. The Aztec 

warrior class remained extremely hierarchical. For example, 

only distinguished warriors were entitled to wear armor that 

was covered with feathers and animal skins in contrast to 

novice soldiers who wore loincloths and body paint (Hassig 

140). Eagle warriors were considered among the four highest 

military ranks, a status achievable only by taking numerous 

captives in war (Hassig 142). Many of these captives 

suffered violent, sexual mutilations at the hands of their 
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captors; others were kept as slave labor, forced to build 

public structures within the city of Mexico-Tenochtitlan 

(Marcus 356). My intention here is not to overstate the 

obvious discrepencies between archaeological conjectures and 

Alurista's poetic reinventions, but rather to point out the 

ways that the poet romanticized Aztec culture in order to 

evoke an indigenista sense of loyalty to the Aztec Nation 

and to inspire pride in la Raza--particularly in the 

predominantly masculine tradition of warfare. 

In "we've played cowboys," Alurista outlines the ways 

in which cultural hybridity has transformed what he 

considers authentic indigenous expressions of masculinity: 

we've played cowboys 
not knowing 

nuestros charros 
and their countenance 

con trajes de gala 
silver embroidery 

on black wool 
zapata rode in white 

campesino white 
and villa in brown 

ranchero brown 
y nuestros charros 

parade of sculptured gods 
on horses 

--of flowing manes 
proud 

erect 
they galloped 
and we've played cowboys 
--as opposed to indians 
when ancestors of mis charros abuelos 
indios fueron 

de la meseta central 
and of the humid jungles of yucatan 

nuestros MAYAS 
if we must 

cowboys play 
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--con bigotes 
y ojos negros; 

negro pelo 
let them be 
let them have the cheek bones 
de firmeza and decision 
of our caballeros tigres. (23) 

Alurista constructs a lineage of Chicano ancestor-heroes 

that represent idealized images of Chicano manhood. In this 

nostalgic conflation of folklore and personal reminiscence, 

the speaker mimics the performance of a tribal storyteller 

whose function is to pass his wisdom of the ages on to the 

next generation. Hyperbolic imagery of revolutionary and 

pre-Columbian "cowboys" capture the innocent fantasy world 

of the stereotypical American childhood game of "cowboys and 

Indians." But the difference here is that the speaker 

addresses Chicanos who may have, in their youth, unwittingly 

participated in the demonization of their indigenous 

ancestors. 

The poet provides a range of representations of mestizo 

heroism which reveal the complexity and fluidity of cultural 

hybridity through the centuries; nevertheless, Alurista goes 

on to privilege an authentic Mexican indigenousness by 

essentializing the racial characteristics of Chicanos. As 

is common with much of the Chicano cultural nationalist 

poetry of this period, Alurista begins by acknowledging the 

diversity of Chicano mestizaje, yet he ultimately delimits 

mestizaje to two cultures: Indian and Spaniard. The Chicano 

is cowboy and Indian, colonizer and colonized. Alurista, 
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however, ends the poem by proudly asserting his indigenista 

loyalty, describing a Chicano hero as a man who bears 

"conventional" Mexican Indian racial characteristics such as 

"ojos negros," (black eyes) "negro pelo," (black hair) and 

the facial bone structure of Aztec jaguar warriors.^® 

Indeed, these images are designed to dignify racial 

characteristics that have for years been denigrated by 

American racism. However, Alurista's explicit descriptions 

of the darkskinned Chicano hero are problematic in at least 

two ways. First, they reinscribe the ahistorical notion 

that all Chicanos are products of merely two races. Second, 

and perhaps more disturbing, is that they inscribe Chicanos 

bearing "typically non-Indian" racial characteristics as 

inauthentic or "gringoized." 

In one of the most anthologized poems from Floracanto, 

Alurista interprets the folk legend of la Ilorona, the 

weeping woman, as an icon of cultural authenticity. In 

"must be the season of the witch," la Ilorona, representing 

Chicano indigenousness, stands in contrast to technological 

progress, which represents the aftermath of colonization: 

must be the season of the witch 
la bruja 
la Ilorona 

she lost her children 
and she cries 

en las barrancas of industry 
her children 

devoured by computers 
and the gears 
must be the season of the witch 

i hear huesos crack 
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in pain 
y lloros 

la bruja pangs 
sus hijos han olvidado 

la magia de durango 
y la de moctezvuna 
--el huiclamina 

must be the season of the witch 
la bruja llora 
sus hijos sufren; sin ella. (26) 

There are coxmtless versions of the legend of la llorona, 

but in one of the most common versions that remains with us 

from the Mexican colonial period, a mestiza bears the 

illegitimate children of a Spanish nobleman. He refuses to 

marry her and threatens to take the children away, but 

rather than allow this, the woman drowns them in a nearby 

river. After her death, her spirit must pay penance by 

wandering the earth, usually near bodies of water, in search 

of her lost children. And all the while she cries. In 

other versions, la llorona's origins are traced to pre-

conquest Mexico, which strongly associates her with the 

figure of la Malinche and with an array of Aztec goddesses. 

In many Chicano communities across the country, parents tell 

their children the legend of la llorona to encourage their 

good behavior and loyalty to la familia. 

The title and first line of the poem sets an ominous 

tone. For the reader familiar with the legend, the first 

several lines suggest that "the season** is one in which the 

earth is overcome by rain and darkness. In this poetic 

retelling of the legend, la llorona is first negatively 
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referred to as a "bruja," or witch, but the speaker 

transforms this image by changing the circximstances of how 

she lost her children. La Ilorona wanders "en las 

barrancas" (in the ravines) of industry where her children-

-Chicanos--have been imprisoned; and where their "huesos" 

(bones) have been crushed by a monster much more evil than a 

ghost: the twin burdens of technology and internal 

colonialism. La Ilorona cries not because she has murdered 

her children, but because "sus hijos han olvidado" (her 

children have forgotten) her. The poet's emphasis in "must 

be the season of the witch" is upon allegiance to indigenous 

authenticity. Here Alurista takes the opportunity to 

harshly criticize members of la Raza who have forgotten 

their Mexican Indian heritage, which the poet represents 

here in the image of la Ilorona. Chicanos who have chosen 

acculturation into dominant Anglo society "sufren"/"sin 

el la" (suffer without her), without their indigenous 

culture. And by the end of the poem, the interpretation of 

la Ilorona as "bruja" is subverted, for hers are not 

penintent tears, but rather, they are the tears of a mother 

rejected by her own children. 

As an indigenista, Alurista accepts the superiority of 

Mexican Indian culture over what he sees as symbols of 

American technological progress that represent the legacy of 

colonialism. Like several of his fellow Chicano cultural 

nationalists, he finds that the power of indigenous 
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creation, or "indigenous technology" is expressed through an 

humanistic spirituality, or "la magia de durango" that 

infuses all aspects of Mexican Indian life. Indigenous 

humanism is idealized in the poem by the allusions to the 

nurturing qualities of motherhood and the safety of the 

mother1and--indigenous Mexico--by way of Alurista's 

reinvented version of the legend of la llorona. In 

contrast, his negative images of Anglo technology as barren, 

despoiled, and deadly suggest an American landscape 

reminiscent of T.S. Eliot's Waste Land. In this sense, the 

poem itself, like the cry of la llorona in the dark night, 

signifies a warning to Chicanos to acknowledge their 

indigenous mother culture and remain close to their 

homeland. 

Initially, it may appear too easy to accuse Alurista of 

constructing Mexican Indian culture in this poem as 

primitive, a dangerous cultural description that exoticizes 

indigenousness. But more so than primitivize Mexican Indian 

culture, Alurista creates essentialized images of indigenous 

womanhood in the form of la llorona for the purpose of 

celebrating indigenous female creative powers in opposition 

to the destructiveness of Anglo industry. Alurista's figure 

of indigenous woman here, even more so than indigenous man 

in his previous poems, becomes the locus of authentic 

Mexican Indian blood and the source of cultural continuity 

vis-a-vis the woman's reproductive capabilities alone. By 
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represents la nueva Chicana (the new Chicana), Alurista 

provides a limited interpretation of the power of Chicanas, 

and, according to his recuperated indigenista images, 

Chicana socio-cultural strength is reserved for serving the 

needs of the predominantly male-defined nationalism of el 

movimiento. 

In "fruto de bronce," Alurista uses the image of la 

Virgen de Guadalupe to underscore the traditional role of 

Chicanas as bearers of male warriors on behalf of the 

Chicano cultural revolution: 

con el infante 
en sus brazos 
i've seen her bronze skin 

guadalupe madre 
vientre bendito 

y su fruto de bronze 
ChicaNos. (53) 

Manipulating religious iconography of Mary, Alurista 

transforms the story of the Virgin birth into the story of 

the miraculous birth of the Chicano race. Images of Chicano 

and Chicana cultural icons such as la llorona, la Malinche, 

and la Virgen de Guadalupe are common to Chicano cultural 

nationalist literary and political discourse. And, even 

though this may not have been the political intention of 

cultural nationalists, more often than not, they inscribed 

Chicana culture as limited and static. In their literary 

and political discourse, Chicano cultural nationalists 

consistently imagined Chicanas in supporting roles in el 
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movimiento rather than as the revolutionaries that they were 

in reality. 

In fairness to Chicano cultural nationalist poets, 

particularly to Alurista, it should be noted that prior to 

Adeiaida del Castillo's feminist reinterpretation of la 

Mallnche in 1974 ("Malintzin" 57-8), anthropological and 

historical research on female Aztec dieties and the social 

roles of pre-Columbian women, information that would have 

supplemented the research of Leon-Portilla, most often 

emphasized their primary function as providing warriors for 

the Aztec army. One of the oldest sources on Aztec culture. 

The General History of the Things of New Spain, a text that 

is referred to as the Florentine Codex, records Aztec 

birthing rituals in which pregnant mothers are regarded as 

warriors going into battle. A successful birth was 

celebrated as a battle victory; death in childbirth earned a 

CI 
woman the right to a military funeral (158). In many ways, 

Aiurista's poetic interpretations of indigenous womanhood 

should be regarded as consistent with his poetic and 

political goals of creating verisimilitude and indigenous 

authenticity. The celebratory image of the "vientre 

bendito" (blessed womb) of ia Virgen does maintain her 

association with Mexican revolutionary movements, but 

Aiurista's indigenista world of idealized Chicana motherhood 

in Floricanto is ultimately limited. During the height of 

Chicano cultural nationalism, which coincided with the 
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publicatin of Flocicanto, many Chicanas were already 

questioning their role in eJ movimiento. Specifically, a 

number of Chicanas were challenging their traditional roles 

within Chicano culture and even sought to control their 

reproductive rights. But, as his carnales (Chicano 

brothers) Valdez and Gonzales before him, Alurista chose to 

reinscribe what he considered the "traditional," and perhaps 

more managable, images of indigenous woman. For Chicano 

authors, reinvented images of female Aztec warriors were not 

an option in 1971. 

Alurista's next poetry collection was produced by the 

political-cultural group Toltecas en Aztlan. In Nationchild 

Plumaroja, 1969-1972, the poet continues to reveal a 

developing Chicano cultural nationalism that now explicitly 

includes American Indians and women. Though several of the 

poems in this collection also feature the revised Nahua 

poetics found in Ploricanto, the indigenista aesthetics in 

Nationchild prominently display Alurista's fascination with 

Maya spirituality. Ybarra-Frausto argues that the 

Mesoamerican imagery found in Nationchild demonstrates 

Alurista's shift from "the militaristic-theocratic society 

of the Nahuas to the scientific-aesthetic formulations of 

the Mayas" ("Alurista's Poetics" 125). But this claim 

inaccurately implies that the indigenista images in 

Nationchild are exclusively Maya. They are not. Rather, 

Alurista continues to appropriate cultural symbolism from a 
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number of Mexican Indian cultures. 

The most explicit example of Maya-influenced 

indigenismo is the book's pagination, which is based upon 

Mayan mathematics. Alurista rejects conventional Arabic 

pagination in favor of Mayan heiroglyphic page numbers, 

illustrated by fellow Toltecas en Aztl4n artists. The poems 

are divided into five groups of twenty, making a total of 

one hundred poems printed in brown ink on brown paper. The 

masthead and table of contents pages are bordered with 

illustrations of feathered serpents and skulls, which 

suggests the author's exploration of the cultural syncretism 

of Aztec and Mayan mytho-history. With this radical 

subversion of conventional publication techniques, 

Alurista's text exemplifies Tolteca cultural guerilla 

tactics that emphasize Chicano self-determination, encourage 

ethnic pride, and celebrate an emerging literary tradition 

that is characterized by ultra-nationalist Chicano 

indigenismo. 

Alurista introduces the one hundred poems in 

NationchiId with a revised preamble to "El Plan Espiritual 

de Aztlan." This new version maintains its Third World 

perspective, but what is perhaps most striking about 

Alurista's revision is his inclusion of women and his 

allusions to American Indian and Chicano mestizaje. 

Beginning with its title: "the red Spirit of Aztlan: a plan 

of National Liberation," the revised preamble radically 
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changes the tone and purpose of the 1969 political document: 

in the Spirit of a new people that is conscious not 
only of its proud historical heritage, but also of the 
brutal yankee invasion of our territories, we, the 
chicano inhabitants and guardians of our motherland 
Aztlan, from whence came our forefathers, reclaiming 
the land of their birth and consecrating the 
determination of our people of the sun, declare that 
the call of our blood is our power, our responsibility, 
and our inevitable destiny. 

we are free and sovereign to determine those tasks 
which are justly called forth by our house, our land, 
the sweat of our brows and our hearts. Aztlan belongs 
to the Creator who brings nourishment to the seeds, and 
brings rain and sun to the fields to give people crops 
for food, and not to [the] yankee empire. we do not 
recognize capricious borders on the Red Continent. 

brotherhood and sisterhood unites us, and love for 
our brothers and sisters makes us a rising people whose 
sun has come and who struggles against the allien [sic] 
yankee who exploits our riches and destroys our 
culture. (3) 

Alurista's revision of the phrase "northern land of Aztlan" 

to "motherland Aztlan" and the phrase "Chicano civilizers" 

to the word "guardians" makes the decolonizing discourse of 

the preamble much more explicit than in the original version 

of "El Plan Espiritual." By gendering Aztlan female, the 

poet interprets the meaning of the conquest of Mexico as an 

act of sexual violence. The "brutal yankee" invader, who 

has raped and colonized the motherland, remains an enemy of 

the new Red Chicano warriors. Alurista's recognition of the 

importance of women to the successful liberation of "the Red 

Continent" reflects the views of a minority of Chicanos 

within el movimiento. It is important to note that direct 

acknowledgements of Chicana contributions to history and 

politics were rare in Chicano-authored literary and 
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political docviments in 1972.^' The most vocal advocates on 

behalf of Chicanas at the time were Chicanas themselves, who 

had been publishing their responses to Chicano cultural 

nationalist representations of Chicanas since 1969. By the 

publication date of Nationchild, Chicanas had already 

organized several statewide conferences of their own and 

were beginning to debate the definitions and parameters of 

Chicana feminism. 

Alurista's merging of Third World and American Indian 

activist discourses is not surprising. He revises the 

second sentence "Aztlan belongs to those who plant the 

seeds'* to "Aztlan belongs to the Creator who brings 

nourishment to the seeds." One must acknowledge the obvious 

subtextual references here to socialism, but this sentence 

and the references to Aztlan as a "Red Continent" and "Red 

Nation" reflect more explicitly the poet's interests in 

South, Central, and North American Indian histories, 

literatures, and politics. In Alurista's explorations of 

Mexican and American Indian cultures as well as in his 

associations with other indigenous activists, he would have 

inevitably come across translations of the Popol Vuh: The 

Sacred Book of the Ancient Quiche Maya where references to 

the "Creator" or "Maker" appear frequently throughout the 

narrative. 

Another significant indigenous text that would have 

been readily available to the poet is American Indian 
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intellectual and activist Vine Deloria, Jr.'s Custer Died 

For Your Sins: An Indian Manifesto, which was published in 

1969. In this highly regarded example of the discourse of 

American Indian self-determination, Deloria describes the 

U.S. annexation of Mexican land as an imperialistic act of 

war and compares this event to the U.S. wars with the Sioux, 

Apaches, Utes, and Yakimas and to the subsequent conquering 

of indigenous land (51). Alurista's readers would have been 

familiar with Deloria and with a range of American Indian 

activist discourse, which, since the early 1960s, 

perpetuated the ideals of Red Power and the goal of 

reclaiming a Red Nation. These images of American Indian 

activism were so pervasive by this historical moment that 

they would have been as easily recognizable to the Chicano 

and Chicana reader as they would have been to the general 

American reader. 

Even more so than the work of his contemporaries, 

Alurista's poetics reflect his solidarity with ongoing pan-

Indian politics in California at the time. There were a 

number of Chicano-Indian artistic alliances during the 

sixties and seventies, yet specific political partnerships 

remained limited and regional. For example, in northern 

California in 1970, several urban Chicano and American 

Indian activists jointly created an alternative educational 

institution and named it D-Q University in honor of 

Deganawidah, the founder of the Iroquois Confederacy, and 
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Quetzalcoatl, a leader of the Toltec nation, as well as a 

mythical figure representing the arts and hvunanities 

(Goldman and Ybarra-Frausto 88). In northern New Mexico, El 

Grito del Norte, self-described as an Alxanza newspaper, 

regularly reported on American Indian activism and 

encouraged readers to support Indian politics. Generally, 

however, American Indian activists did not as readily 

reciprocate support of Chicano cultural nationalism. Some 

Indian activists even directly questioned Chicano interests 

in American Indian politics.^" American Indian activists at 

the time were busy defining their political agendas and 

confronting issues of indigneous authenticity within their 

own movement (Smith and Warrior 127-148). Critical 

reassessments of cultural nationalism within el movimiento 

have documented the ways that Chicano arguments for 

indigenous liberation all too often undermined the complex 

71 
history of Indian-Chicano relations in the United States. 

Due to these and other factors, widespread Chicano-Indian 

political alliances were primarily provisional and occurred 

most often at the regional or national level at events such 

as the marches on Washington (G6mez-Quifiones, Chicano 

Politics 114). 

In spite of the tentativeness of Chicano'Indian 

political alliances, much of the American Indian political 

discourse of the period reflected concerns that were far too 

familiar for Chicanos to ignore. Thus, Alurista concludes 
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his narrative with American Indian activist discourse of 

self-determination in mind: 

with our hearts in our hands and our roots in the soil, 
we declare the independence of our Red Mestizo Nation, 
we are a Red People with a Red Culture. before the 
world, before all of northamerikka, before our brothers 
and sisters in Amerindia, we are a Nation, we are a 
Union of Free Pueblos, we are Aztlan. 

end the genocide and biocide 
of the yankee empire 

humanize 
conscience 
organize 

for National Chicano Liberation 
bui Id 

a 
Red Nation. (3) 

In keeping with the narrative conventions of other works of 

Chicano cultural nationalist discourse, Alurista makes clear 

with the revised phrase "with our roots in the soil" that in 

1972, Chicano activists remained concerned with indigenous 

land rights issues. The revision of the "El Plan 

Espiritual" phrase "North America" to the morpheme 

"northamerikka" also further distinguishes indigenous 

peoples from what Alurista clearly maintains is a racist and 

neo-colonial culture. Finally, just as with the first 

published versions of the manifesto, this revision is 

printed with accompanying illustrations. 

Appearing at the center of the page directly facing 

"the red Spirit of Aztlan" is an image of the face of an 

indigenous man, illustrated by the Tolteca en Aztlan artist 

Victor Orozco Ochoa. In the illustration, the man's face 
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appears aged and is weathered with scars; his eyes are 

closed. His hair is long and is tied behind his head in a 

ponytail; his beard and moustache hang far below his chin. 

What is most noticable about the man is that a single 

feather, matching the feathers bordering the facing text, 

seemingly grows out of the top of his head. Lastly, his 

forehead is painted with what we can infer is an indigenous 

warrior design. It is not difficult to interpret the 

symbolism of this image. It bears several features of the 

stereotypical "American Indian," or what historian Robert P. 

Berkhofer would call a "generic tribesman of the Plains" 

(97), a representation that has been popularized in 

countless narratives about Plains Indians. But it is also 

clearly an image of indigenous mestizaje. With the revised 

narrative and accompanying illustration, Alurista intends to 

promote liberation for all internally colonized indigenous 

peoples in Aztlan. By revising the preamble to "El Plan 

Espiritual" to more explicitly include American Indian 

discourse of self-determination, Alurista once again 

attempts to authenticate Chicano indigenousness and their 

relationship to a homeland. This strategy, however, 

ultimately remains problematic given the existing 

ambivalence of American Indian activists toward Chicano 

politics during this period. 

Allegorizing the Aztec Nation 
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Myth, however, exists not merely as a reminder of a 
past grandeur or as political propaganda, but as a 
collective reservoir of the culture's intuitive 
understanding of itself and as a renewing force. 

--Genaro M. Padilla, "Myth and Comparative Cultural 
Nationalism," Aztlan: Essays on the Chicano Homeland 
(1989). 

Historians and literary critics have credited el 

movimiento with initiating a Chicano literary renaissance. 

Within the field of Chicano literature, critics have 

privileged Rudolfo Anaya as one of its leading voices. A 

native of New Mexico, Anaya was a teenager in Albuquerque in 

the early 1950s and completed his college education at the 

University of New Mexico just prior to the most intense 

years of Chicano political activism. As one of only a few 

Chicanos at the university and a budding novelist during an 

historical period that knew nothing of "Chicano literature," 

Anaya understood the educational and social obstacles that 

Chicano activists around the country were fighting against. 

After college, as a young teacher in the sixties, Anaya 

became involved in the anti-war movement and as el 

movimiento swept through the Southwest, he found himself 

witnessing a Chicano cultural revolution. Although Anaya 

agreed with el movimiento in principle, he was not 

immediately active in Chicano cultural nationalist 

politics.Until recently he did not consider his work 

overtly political, especially his first novel Bless Me, 

Ultima. He has never claimed the novel is a nationalist 
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text ("Rudolfo A. Anaya" 359-89). Yet, Bless Me, Ultima 

shares far too many similarities with the Chicano cultural 

nationalist literary and political discourse of the same 

period to simply dismiss it as a non-nationalist or 

apolitical text. 

Since 1972, 5less Me, Ultima, a novel set in the 

central New Mexico valley, has enjoyed the acclaim of many 

Chicano literary critics. Rarely, if ever, have these 

critics attempted to interpret the novel as a Chicano 

cultural nationalist text. The majority of critical 

analyses emphasize Anaya's reinventions of Chicano myth and 

folklore, the novel as a coming-of-age story, or the 

universality of Anaya's themes. Several of Anaya's critics 

seem persistent in their efforts to free him from what they 

consider the limiting confines of "minority," "ethnic," or 

73 
"regional" literatures. 

Stylistically, Bless Me, Ultima is written in the 

first-person. The story is revealed as a memoir of the 

adult narrator, Antonio Marez y Liana, who recalls how, as a 

young boy, he struggled to make sense of his life. 

Throughout the novel, his confusion centers upon the fact 

that he is a product of two distinct cultures. He describes 

his father's people as vaqueros (cowboys), descendants of 

the Spanish conguistadores, a restless and violent people. 

By contrast, he describes his mother's people as llaneros 

(farmers), people who hold the New Mexico landscape and its 



87 

gifts sacred. Antonio feels alienated from both cultures 

until a curandera (folk healer). Ultima, teaches him that 

the strength of his cultural identity is the very racial and 

cultural hybridity that he has been unable to come to terms 

with. It is Antonio's mixed-blood identity, his mestizaje, 

that makes him unique. 

Antonio's coming-of-age process is indeed reminiscent 

of those found in classic SiIdungsroman novels, which is a 

genre that easily lends itself to a universal 

interpretation. Yet his struggle to comprehend his 

mestizaje requires a close reading that resituates the novel 

in its particular historical, cultural, and racial contexts. 

Bless Me, Ultima is set during World War II, which was a 

transitional time for what has been called the "Mexican 

American generation," the cultural group that Chicano 

historians have defined by its tendency to assimilate into 

the dominant culture. However, Anaya wrote the novel during 

the turbulent sixties when countless Mexican Americans 

renamed themselves "Chicanos" and redefined themselves in 

opposition to the dominant culture. Therefore, rather than 

reading the novel as a nostalgic account of the Mexican 

American generation, as representing the universal 

"everyman," or even as the semi-autobiographical novel that 

Anaya admits it is, I suggest that Antonio, like Gonzales's 

Joaquin, represents a type of Chicano "everyman" whose quest 

to understand his mestizaje allegorizes the Chicano cultural 
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nationalist search for an identity during el movimiento. 

Antonio's search ultimately leads him to privilege his 

indigenousness, which is very similar to the Chicano 

cultural nationalist move toward indigenismo. However, 

Anaya's indigenista representations are different from his 

contemporaries in that he attempts to grapple with a Chicano 

identity that has been culturally constructed as both the 

colonizer and the colonized. While he privileges Chicano 

indigenousness, Anaya also recognizes that it is Antonio's 

mesti zaje that creates the potential for the boy to access 

numerous worlds beyond his home and family. Still, though 

Anaya does take this cultural issue to a new level, his 

constructions of mestizaje, Chicano indigenousness, and his 

representations of Chicanas continue to rely upon the 

literary conventions of Chicano cultural nationalist 

discourse that were established by authors like Valdez, 

Gonzales, and Alurista. 

Tracing the relationship between Antonio and Ultima 

allows us to examine the similarities between Antonio's 

guest and the emergence of Chicano cultural nationalism. 

The curandera Ultima is the one person Antonio relies upon 

to guide him toward the appreciation of his indigenous 

ancestry. Curanderismo (folk healing) is relatively common 

in Mexican American communities, but perhaps more so in New 

Mexico. This very old practice is a blend of indigenous 

healing and folk Catholicism. Religious historian David 
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Carrasco explains that curanderismo signifies a 

crossblending of indigenous and Catholic iconography and 

rituals that represent for mestizos "a fluid syncretic image 

of new power," creating strategies for cultural survival and 

the maintanence of "human integrity in relation to [. . .] 

lands and selves" (127-28). The curandera embodies the 

legacy of racial and cultural mestizaje, and perhaps more 

significantly, the legacy of pre-conquest Chicano ancestors. 

This history challenges the institutional authority 

established under Spanish colonialism and further subverts 

Antonio's complete assimilation into the dominant Anglo 

culture. While it is clear in the novel that both Antonio 

and Ultima represent the liberatory potential of Chicano 

racial and cultural mestizaje, Anaya continually chooses to 

privilege their indigenous blood and respect for the land 

rather than their European blood or a dominance over the 

land. To accomplish his goal of enabling Antonio to work 

through the fundamental conflicts he sees in the character 

of mestizo people, Anaya relies heavily upon a binary 

construction that is familiar to the literature and 

political discourse of this period. 

Several of Antonio's revelations are presented in dream 

sequences. Early on in the novel, he dreams of his birth, 

which introduces a number of the conflicting issues that he 

must reconcile: 

I could not make out the face of the mother who 



90 

rested from the pains of birth, but I could see the old 
woman in black who tended the just-arrived, steaming 
baby. She nimbly tied a knot on the cord that had 
connected the baby to the mother's blood, then quickly 
she bent over and with her teeth she bit off the loose 
end. She vrrapped the squirming baby and laid it at the 
mother's side, then she returned to cleaning the bed. 
All linen was swept aside to be washed, but she 
carefully wrapped the useless cord and the afterbirth 
and laid the package at the feet of the Virgin on the 
small altar. (5) 

The maternal imagery in this dream is significant. Antonio 

sees a partera (midwife) assisting a woman as she gives 

birth to a son. But he does not immediately recognize the 

woman as his own mother, the partera as Ultima, and the 

child as himself. Antonio's inability to focus and identify 

faces is not the usual lack of clarity associated with dream 

imagery. Rather, these contrasting images of motherhood 

foreshadow Antonio's emotional struggle between maintaining 

his loyalty to his birth mother and recognizing his emerging 

allegiance to his spiritual mother. Ultima. At stake here 

is a tension between history, myth, and folklore. Antonio 

is "biologically" connected to his homeland, the llano, 

through his mother's bloodline and the llanero tradition. 

Yet he is about to develop an appreciation of his spiritual 

connection to the land through his association with Ultima 

and her teachings of indigenous myths and folkways. These 

seemingly opposing traditions find their confluence in the 

figure of la Virgen de Guadalupe, an icon signifying the 

racial and cultural mestizaje of Mexican American people. 

This conflict over racial and cultural mestizaje is 
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most prominently seen in the battles between the families of 

Antonio's parents. In this same dream scene, Anaya sets up 

these two opposing familial forces. The Ilaneros enter 

first to visit the newborn Antonio and they are followed by 

the vagueros: 

And to show their hope they [Ilaneros] rubbed the 
dark earth of the river valley on the baby's forehead, 
and they surrounded the bed with the fruits of their 
harvest so the small room smelled of fresh green chile 
and corn, ripe apples and peaches, pumpkins and green 
beans. 

Then the silence was shattered with the thunder of 
hoofbeats; vagueros surrounded the small house with 
shouts and gunshots, and when they entered the room 
they were laughing and singing and drinking. 

c ] 
And they smashed the fruits and vegetables that 
surrounded the bed and replaced them with a saddle, 
horse blankets, bottles of whiskey, a new rope, 
bridles, chapas, and an old guitar. And they rubbed 
the stain of earth from the baby's forehead because man 
was not meant to be tied to the earth but free upon it. 

c ] 
Curses and threats filled the air, pistols were 

drawn, and the opposing sides made ready for battle. 
But the clash was stopped by the old woman who 
delivered the baby. (5-6) 

It is the opposing images of Indian and Spaniard that Anaya 

represents as being continually at odds as Antonio searches 

for his identity. In a ceremonial gesture, the Ilaneros 

annoint Antonio with the earth of their homeland and 

surround him with the abundance of its harvest. However, 

this humble act is disrupted by the sudden and invasive 

entrance of the vagueros. The contrasting imagery here of 

the serene farmworker life that clashes with the intrusive 

cowboy way symbolically reenacts the clashes between Indian 
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and Spaniard that occured during the conquest of Mexico, the 

clashes that exist between Hispanos and Mexicans in New 

Mexico, as well as the clashes between Chicanos and the 

dominant Anglo culture during el movimiento. 

Anaya's mythopoesis in this novel depends upon several 

widely accepted beliefs about Chicano mestizaje during the 

early 1970s. Foremost is his reinscription of the concept 

that Chicanos are primarily the product of two distinct 

cultures: the Spanish, conventionally represented as the 

conquerer father, and the Mexican Indian, conventionally 

represented as the conquered mother. Like other Chicano 

cultural nationalist writers, Anaya primarily characterizes 

the blood of these two opposing cultures as pure. Once the 

blood is mixed, it produces the ambivalent Chicano identity. 

Anaya does not directly confront the separate historical 

realities of European and Mexican Indian racial and cultural 

hybridity that began long before the conquest of the 

Americas. Yet, unlike other Chicano cultural nationalist 

writers, Anaya attempts to explore the liberatory potential 

of mestizaje by positioning the mestiza curandera as a 

mediator who is destined to help Antonio negotiate the 

seemingly incongruous indigenous and Anglos worlds. Whether 

Anaya succeeds is questionable because of his reliance upon 

an essentialized representation of Chicano racial and 

cultural identity and because he clearly favors an 

indigenous world view. 
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It is useful to consider that years after the 

publication of Bless Me, Ultima, Anaya was still working 

through his conception of Chicano mestizaje that he 

introduces in this novel. In a speech given in 1988, he 

describes Hispano and Chicano racial and cultural mestizaje 

in New Mexico, emphasizing intermarriage with northern 

Pueblo Indian peoples: 

The great majority of the Mexicanos of the Southwest 
are Indo-hispanos, part of La Raza of the New World, 
the fruit of the Spanish father and the Indian mother. 
We take pride in our Hispanic heritage; that is, we 
know the history of the Spanish father, his language, 
and his character. We know that in this country it has 
been more seductive to identify with one's white, 
European ancestry. But the focus of that 
identification with that which is Spanish has, until 
recently, caused us to neglect our indigenous native 
American roots, and thus we have not known and honored 
the heritage of our mother, the Indian mothers of 
Mexico and the Southwest. ("New World Man" 3-4) 
c ] 

We need to describe the totality of that world view 
which was formed in what we now call the Southwest, 
understanding that we are heirs not only of our Spanish 
character but of our Native American nature as well. 
The Spanish character is the aggressive conquest-
oriented part of our identity; the Native American 
nature is the more harmonious, earth-oriented side. I 
believe we must give attention to the characteristics 
of both sides of our identity in order to be more 
spiritually and psychologically centered when relating 
to the world. ("New World Man" 4) 

Given Anaya's status as a Chicano novelist and his emerging 

body of non-fiction that addresses Chicano culture in 

general, his pronouncements are frequently privileged as 

fact both within and outside of Chicano literary and 

critical circles. Rarely is his authority challenged, which 

often results in the unquestioned dissemination of further 
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generalizations and stereotypes about Chicano and Chicana 

culture. 

The above explanation of the evolution of mestizaje in 

the "frontier of northernmost New Spain" ("New World Man" 4) 

reveals much about Anaya's creative framework for Bless Me, 

Ultima. In his speech, Anaya's descriptions of race and 

gender highlight the problematic conventions of Chicano 

cultural nationalist discourse that he reinscribes in the 

novel . One of the most recurring themes in Chicano cultural 

nationalist discourse is colonialism. Europeans are the 

colonizers and Chicanos are the colonized and these subject 

positions are often symbolized by the figure of Hernan 

Cortes in opposition to a quintessential campesino or Aztec 

Indian warrior-hero. In Anaya's version of this theme, the 

young Antonio represents the ambivalent Chicano warrior at 

odds with the seeming incongruity of his "two" cultural 

origins. According to Anaya, this conflict is easily solved 

by the child's acceptance of his unique mixed racial 

heritage. But the child must first accept the belief that 

the "male" characteristics of his heritage are defined by 

the violent European conquistador and the "female" 

characteristics are defined by the peaceful, innocent 

Indian. 

This essentialist and gendered racial-cultural split is 

not new to Anaya's work or to Chicano cultural nationalist 

discourse, for it is a cultural myth reaching back to the 
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1950s in the work of Mexican authors such as Octavio Paz and 

in the art of indigenistas of the post-Mexican Revolutionary 

period who iconized this version of the "original mestizaje" 

in the figures of Cortes and la Malinche. Anaya is clearly 

building upon this narrative tradition with his construction 

of Antonio's parentage. 

Anaya reinscribes yet another familiar Chicano cultural 

nationalist construction of the indigenous in his 

representation of Ultima as a figure who links contemporary 

Chicanos and Chicanas to the spirit of their ancestors. 

Antonio recalls his first meeting with the curandera as a 

moment of magical transformation: 

I stepped forward and took Ultima's hand. I looked up 
into her clear brown eyes and shivered. Her face was 
old and wrinkled, but her eyes were clear and 
sparkling, like the eyes of a young child. 

'Antonio,' she smiled. She took my hand, and I felt 
the power of a whirlwind sweep around me. Her eyes 
swept the surrounding hills and through them I saw for 
the first time the wild beauty of our hills and the 
magic of the green river. My nostrils quivered as I 
felt the sound of the mockingbirds and the drone of the 
grasshoppers mingle with the pulse of the earth. The 
four directions of the llano met in me, and the white 
sun shone in my soul. The granules of sand at my feet 
and the sun and sky above me seemed to dissolve into 
one strange, complete being. (12) 

Here, Anaya reveals the vastness of Ultima's indigenous 

power over Antonio. With the mere touch of her hand, the 

boy seems to acquire Ultima's ancient wisdom. He 

immediately notices that she embodies the timeless quality 

of being both old and young--perhaps a reference to the 

clash of the Old World and the New? Ultima's childlike eyes 
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suggest that Antonio recognizes something of himself in the 

old woman. The curandera's gaze transforms Antonio's 

consciousness and suddenly, he is imbued with Ultima's 

indigenous spirit, which receives its strength from the land 

and elements. In fact, Anaya's descriptive language here 

strongly indicates that Ultima is the landscape; and his 

representation of the inseparability of Ultima's spirit from 

the land she inhabits legitimizes Antonio's quest for his 

identity. 

Antonio now has an innate connection to his indigenous 

ancestors because of his association with the mediator 

Ultima. Anaya demonstrates the curandera's ability to 

revive Antonio's "ancient memory" of his ancestors through 

her stories that take Antonio into an unexplored labyrinth 

of time and history (40). She combines her storytelling 

with the ancient art of cultivating plants from the New 

Mexican llano for healing and protection from evil. For 

example, Antonio recalls the times Ultima told him stories 

while they gathered herbs for curanderismo: 

She spoke to me of the common herbs and medicines we 
shared with Indians of the Rio del Norte. She spoke of 
the ancient medicines of other tribes, the Aztecas, 
Mayas, and even those in the old, old country, the 
Moors. (42) 
[ 3 

Ultima and I continued to search for plants and roots 
in the hills. I felt more attached to Ultima than to 
my mother. Ultima told me the stories and the legends 
of my ancestors. From her I learned the glory and the 
tragedy of the history of my people, and I came to 
understand how that history stirred in my blood. (42) 
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The strong bond that develops between Antonio and Ultima is 

the same type of spiritual bond that was so important to 

Chicano cultural nationalists in their spiritual reclamation 

of Aztlan. Using myth and folklore to legitimize their 

connection to a homeland was crucial for Chicanos of el 

movimientor whose claims to Aztlan necessitated historical 

"proof" of a pre-conquest indigenous presence there. Anaya 

establishes this "historical authenticity" through Antonio's 

revelation that the blood of his ancient Mexican Indian 

ancestors--as well as the indigenous blood of the tribal 

Moors--flows through his veins. Anaya's acknowledgement of 

Moorish contributions to Chicano mestizaje appears as more 

of an attempt to establish the credibility of Ultima's 

ancient wisdom than an attempt to complicate his reliance 

upon the assumption that Chicano mestizaje is comprised of 

solely two cultures: Indian and Spaniard. The emphasis here 

is clearly upon ancient Mexican Indian rituals. Ultima 

tells Antonio the history of his bloodline as she reinacts 

what is recognized throughout the novel as a ritual that is 

primarily indigenous and tribal. Therefore, the reader must 

understand that the emphasis here is upon Antonio's 

indigenous blood is the same as it was when Chicano cultural 

nationalists in 1969 declared in "El Plan Espiritual" that 

"the call of our blood is our power, our responsibility, and 

our inevitable destiny" (5). 

Ultima's wisdom is not revered by everyone in the 
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community; many individuals—mostly men--often accuse her of 

witchcraft and they are deeply threatened by the mystery of 

her power. Antonio represents those in the community who 

respect the healing power that curanderismo derives from the 

land, which is why he wants to protect Ultima from evil just 

as much as she wants to protect him. And there are others 

in the community who are also eager to come to her defense 

when she is challenged. This impetus to protect and defend 

Ultima extends itself to the community's repect for the 

preservation of their beloved homeland, the llano. It is 

also reminiscent of the pledge first made by Chicano 

cultural nationalists to defend Aztlan against all foreign 

invaders ("El Plan Espiritual" 5). 

Toward the end of the novel, the community expresses 

its dismay over the onset of the atomic age, which was 

initiated by American scientists in the southern desert area 

of New Mexico, not far from the village where Antonio's 

family resides. Mr. Marez also laments man's attempt to 

harness nature and Antonio remembers his father comparing 

the destructive power of a nuclear bomb to the widespread 

despoiling of the llano: 

'A wise man listens to the voice of the earth, Antonio. 
He listens because the weather the winds will bring 
will be his salvation or destruction. Like a young 
tree bends with the wind, so a man must bow to the 
earth--. It is only when man grows old and refuses to 
admit his earth-tie and dependence on mother nature 
that the powers of mother nature will turn on him and 
destroy him, like the strong wind cracks an old, dry 
tree. It is not manly to blame our mistakes on the 
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bomb, or any other thing. It is we who misuse the 
earth and must pay for our sins.' (191-92) 

For the first time in the novel, the father, whom Anaya 

constructs as a descendant of the conquistadores, 

acknowledges to his son that the force of nature is more 

powerful than his ability to control it, for while nature, 

like Ultima, has the power to nurture, she also has the 

power to avenge the acts of destruction against her. Mr. 

Marez's nostalgia for the innocence of the llano correlates 

to Anaya's representations of Ultima and Mrs. Marez y Luna, 

whose asexuality and religious devotion sustains their 

purity and goodness. Anaya consistently defines the 

strength of these women as spiritual and akin to that of la 

Virgen de Guadalupe, after whom the village is named. The 

power of these women is never sexual. Therefore, according 

to Anaya's logic, as communicated through Mr. Marez, it is 

man's role to protect woman's innocence just as it is his 

role to preserve the llano by cultivating it respectfully 

and responsibly. 

In the above passage, Anaya conflates man's nostalgia 

for the purity of women with his nostalgia for the purity of 

the land. These sentiments are derived from at least three 

conventions found in much older European and American 

literary traditions. Inscribing the New World landscape 

with the attributes of a nurturing and fertile Indian woman 

is a literary convention that reaches back to the earliest 
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documents of the explorers and colonizers of this continent 

(Rabasa 23-48). Anaya's conflation of Ultima and the 

landscape of the llano also repeats the "pastoral impulse" 

that has historically characterized American male-authored 

74 literary and political discourse. Despite his attempts to 

develop a broader interpretation of mestizaje in Bless Me, 

Ultima, Anaya follows the lead of a majority of his 

contemporaries and preserves a romantic image of a glorious 

ethnic past by continually reinscribing an indigenista 

ideology that sentimentalizes indigenous woman. 

Anaya's reinscription of the "1and-as-woman" metaphor 

reveals the Chicano cultural nationalist anxiety and 

ambivalence toward the cultural changes taking place within 

Chicana culture during this period. During el movimiento, 

most Chicanos extremely resisted Chicana efforts to branch 

out into their own political factions, to their arguments 

over their reproductive freedom, and to their narrations of 

a feminist version of an Aztec Nation. These Chicana 

feminist literary and political activities are the subject 

of the following chapter. 
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Scattering of Jades: the Words of Aztec Elders," Symbol 
and Meaning Beyond the Closed Community: Essays in 
Mesoamerican Ideas, ed. Gary H. Gossen (SONY-Albany: 
Institute for Mesoamerican Studies, 1986) 15 and Marcus 
270. 

68. In the spring of 1971, Chicana activists held a 
conference entitled "Conferencia de Mujeres" in 
Houston, Texas. Several resolutions were passed that 
addressed Chicana sexuality and that supported "free 
legal abortions and birth control for all Chicanas who 
want them at hospitals controlled by Chicanas." See El 
Grito del Norte 4.9 (October 1971): 10. 

69. In a 1985 interview with Wolfgang Binder, 
Alurista, reflecting upon Chicano nationalist attitudes 
toward women, states: "I saw four fundamental 
contradictions in society by the time the second 
[poetry] collection came out. The cultural 
contradiction as exhibited by ethnocentrism, the racial 
contradiction as exhibited by racism, the class 
contradition as exhibited by capitalism, which I did 
not understand as being transnational at that time, and 
the last one, which is sexism [.••]• In the Chicano 
Movement we had to deal with sexual contradictions. If 
we were talking about liberation for all of us, we 
certainly couldn't be doing that being oppressive with 
our women," Partial Autobiographies 8. 

70. See Magowan, "Letter to the Editor," El Grito 
del Norte 4,4-5 (June, 5 1971) in which the American 
Indian activists and newspaper editor questions the 
validity of the Southwest as a location for the Chicano 
homeland by asking: does this land not belong in fact 
to the Native tribes of that area? By what legal-
moral right did Mexico lay claim to the land? What of 
the . . . treaties that exist between the many Tribes 
and Nations and the U.S. Government? If you reclaim 
this area from the gringo, just WHAT becomes of all the 



116 

treaties? [ . . . ] Let us suppose that this land 
reclaiming takes place. It seems that our kinsmen will 
be expected to exchange the Gringo 'boss' for a Chicano 
'boss.' Does this seem logical to you?" 12. 

71. See Ybarra-Frausto, "Alurista's Poetics," where 
the author claims that the glorification of a remote 
past tended to obscure the historical contradictions of 
Indo-Chicano relationships within the United States, 
130. In another critique of Chicano deployments of 
Mesoamerican symbolism in movimiento poetry, see Klor 
de Alva, "California Chicano Literature" in which he 
contends that "this willingness to dispense with 
accuracy when invoking the past, whether it is done to 
criticize the present or for some other reason, reveals 
the fetishistic way in which many Chicanos treat 
Mesoamerican themes. In particular, they have 
consistently emphasized the form over the content of 
native ideology and symbolism by oversimplifying both 
to the point of caricaturing the highly complex and 
greatly enigmatic codes that veil the meanings of the 
original texts. Moreover, there appears to be a 
fixation on small parts to the exclusion of either 
their context or the myriad of other factors which make 
up the whole. This is especially the case when 
cultural elements (such as poetry) belonging only to 
the elite classes are generalized as valid for the 
whole culture. This is an error that affects almost 
all Chicano uses of Mesoamerican ideology," 24. Note 
also Cooper Alarcon, The Aztec Palimpsest 24. 

72. Discussing his interpretation of poetics and 
politics during el movimiento, Anaya states in an 
interview recorded in 1986: "I wasn't in tune with the 
political writings of the Chicano movement at the time. 
I felt all too often that the ideology came up short--
all too often it was only a Marxist ideology--and, too, 
I tended to see in writers whose main concern was 
message a lack of aesthetic attention to what they were 
practicing, what they were learning to be. They didn't 
really want to be writers, they wanted to be 
politicians, and I think there's two different animals 
here," "Rudolfo Anaya," This Is About Vision: 
Interviews With Southwestern Writers, eds. William 
Balassi, John P. Crawford, and Annie 0. Esturoy 
(Albuquerque; University of New Mexico, 1990) 82-93. 
Note that in the same interview, Anaya also states: 
"What I have come to see is that there is even more 
need now for what we call a political stance, in our 
poetry and our novels. That seems to be a big change 
from where I was ten years ago." 
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73. See Antonio Marquez, "The Achievement of Rudolfo 
A. Anaya," The Magic of Words; Rudolfo A. Anaya and His 
Writings, ed. Paul Vassallo (Albuquerque: University of 
New Mexico, 1982) 33-52 and Joseph Sommers and Tomas 
Ybarra-Frausto, eds. Modern Chicano Writers: A 
Collection of Critical Essays (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: 
Prentice-Hall, 1979) 38. 

74. According to Annette Kolodny, "Eden, Paradise, 
the Golden Age, and the idyllic garden, in short, all 
the backdrops for European literary pastoral, were 
subsumed in the image of an America promising material 
ease without labor or hardship, as opposed to the 
grinding poverty of previous European existence; a 
frank, free affectional life in which all might share 
in a primal and noncompetitive fraternity; a 
resurrection of the lost state of innocence that the 
adult abandons when he joins the world of competitive 
self-assertion; and all this possible because, at the 
deepest psychological level, the move to America was 
experienced as the daily reality of what has become its 
single dominating metaphor: regression from the cares 
of adult life and a return to the primal warmth of womb 
or breast in a feminine landscape. . . . Implicit in 
the metaphor of the 1and-as-woman was both the 
regressive pull of maternal containment and the 
seductive invitation to sexual assertion: if the Mother 
demands passivity, and threatens regression, the Virgin 
apparently invites sexual assertion and awaits 
impregnation," The Lay of the Land: Metaphor as 
Experience and History in American Life and Letters 
(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina, 1975) 
6, 67. 
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Chapter Two 
'Chicanas Speak Out': Indigenista Feminism in 

Chicana Literature and Political Discourse, 1969-1979 

The effort to pluralize the racialized body by 
redefining part of their experience through the 
reappropriation of 'the' native woman on Chicana 
feminist terms, marked one of the first assaults on 
male-centered cultural nationalism on the one hand and 
patriarchal political economy on the other. 

--Norma Alarcon, "Chicana Feminism: In the Tracks of 
'The' Native Woman," Cultural Studies (1990). 

In 1981, literary critic Norma Alarcon's article 

entitled "Chicana's Feminist Literature: A Re-Vision Through 

Malintzin/or Malintzin: Putting Flesh Back on the Object," 

pushed the boundaries of Chicana literary and feminist 

criticism by suggesting that Chicana feminist theories on 

race, class, gender, and sexuality emerge primarily from the 

discursive space of Chicana poetry and semi-autobiographical 

prose. Her observations focused critical attention upon 

literary genres that academia has traditionally considered 

distinct from the discourse of "high" theory.^ Alarcon's 

1981 study reveals an array of Chicana literary strategies 

for repositioning the image of la Mallnche within a Chicana 

feminist framework. La Malinche is the most famous woman in 

the history of the conquest of Mexico. She is a woman 

branded as the ultimate vendida, a traitor to the Aztec 

Nation for "sleeping with the enemy," the conqueror Hernan 

Cortes. "The male myth of Malintzin," Alarcon notes, "is 

made to see betrayal first of all in her very sexuality" 

("Chicana's Feminist" 183). 
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Since the late 1960s, Chicanas have consistently 

rejected literary and artistic images that characterize the 

bodies of indigenous women as savage, sexually immoral, or 

alternatively, as passive, reproductive vessels. Such 

representations of the dark-skinned, indigenous woman have 

been a mainstay in histories written with the intention of 

preserving the supremacy of whiteness and female purity in 

the Americas.^ Idealized representations of indigneous 

women as fertile, yet virginal objects are also quite common 

to Chicano cultural nationalist literature and political 

discourse produced between 1964 and the late 1970s. During 

the height of el movimiento--approximately 1969 to 1972--

when women across America were redefining their sexual 

roles, radical Chicana feminists were also challenging the 

male-defined concepts of racial and sexual betrayal that are 

embedded in the myth of la Malinche. Adopting the slogan 

"OUR CULTURE HELL!" many Chicana feminists of this period 

refused to allow Chicanos to decide their political, sexual, 

and reproductive fate (Flores 1). Whether implicit or 

explicit, a reference to the myth of Malxntzin in Chicana 

feminist discourse, Alarcon argues, "emphasizes the 

pervasive preoccupation and influence of the myth and 

women's need to demythify" ("Chicana's Feminist" 187). 

Alarcon rearticulated her analysis of Chicana feminist 

discourse in 1985, arguing that for the Chicana feminist 

writer, "poetry, and secondarily the essay, continues to be 
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the most powerful mode of communication for her concerns, 

her self-discovery, and her self-definition" ("'What Kind of 

Lover'" 85). In this sense, Alarcon's argument, which 

strongly implies that Chicana narratives enact Chicana self-

determination, augments Ramon Saldivar's theory that Chicano 

politics are embedded in Chicano narrative. A ntomber of 

other scholars have promoted Alarcon's thesis that Chicana 

feminists theorize in alternative, "non-traditional" 

discursive spaces. These studies include Alvina Quintana's 

analyses of Chicana constructions of gender in the genre of 

testimonies (testimonials) in Home Girls: Chicana Literary 

Voices (1996) and Annie O. Esturoy's exploration of 

narrative theory in The Contemporary Chicana Novel (1996).^ 

While Chicana literature has enjoyed much critical 

attention for a number of years, Chicana political essays 

that were published between 1969 and 197 9 have received very 

little. Within the past ten years, the most notable 

critical articles that address this body of Chicana feminist 

writing include Alma M. Garcia's "The Development of Chicana 

Feminist Discourse, 1970-1980," Denise Segura's and Beatriz 

Pesquera's "Beyond Difference and Antipathy: The Chicana 

Movement and Chicana Feminist Discourse," Elizabeth 

Martinez's "Chingon Politics Die Hard: Reflections on the 

First Chicano Activist Reunion," Norma Alarcon's "Chicana 

Feminism: In the Tracks of 'The' Native Woman," Ramon 

Gutierrez's "Community, Patriarchy and Individualism: The 
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Politics of the Chicano Movement and the Dream of Equality," 

Angie Chabram Dernersesian's "And, Yes . . . The Earth Did 

Part: On the Splitting of Chicana/o Subjectivity," Teresa 

Cordova's "Roots and Resistance: The Emergent Writings of 

Twenty Years of Chicana Feminist Struggle," and Roberta 

Fernandez's "Afariendo caminos in the Brotherland: Chicana 

Writers Respond to the Ideology of Literary Nationalism," 

In the area of Chicano and Chicana Studies, scholars 

have made huge intellectual strides in the past several 

years, but histories of el movimiento continue to focus upon 

the leadership and accomplishments of male political 

activists and artists, thereby minimizing the significance 

of early Chicana feminist contributions to Chicano cultural 

nationalist discourse. These Chicano histories also largely 

fail to throughly acknowledge the many ways that Chicana 

feminists have expanded theoretical debates on race, class, 

gender, sexuality, and political coalitions within and 

beyond Chicano and Chicana communities. A recent case in 

point is Ignacio M. Garcia's Chicanismo: The Forging of a 

Militant Ethos Among Mexican Americans in which the author 

understates the political impact of radical Chicana feminist 

criticism of Chicano cultural nationalist ideology and 

glosses over the emergence of a distinct Chicana feminist 

movement during the 1970s.^ 

In this chapter, I examine Chicana feminist political 

essays and poetry that were published in Chicano newspapers 
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and journals and in small press anthologies between 1969 and 

1979. During this ten year period, Chicanas redirected the 

course of Chicano cultural nationalist discourse by 

challenging its ideological foundations. And in doing so, 

Chicana feminists carved out an alternative discursive space 

in American feminism that I identify as Chicana indigenista 

feminism. I distinguish my work from the recent work of 

Maria C. Gonzalez, who in her book Contemporary Mexican-

American Women Novelists: Toward a Feminist Identity, only 

briefly explores the subject of indigenous feminism rather 

than providing an overall assessment of Chicana indigenista 

feminism.^ 

The primary rhetorical strategies of Chicana 

indigenista feminist discourse consists of a deliberate 

conflation of indigenous women's myths and histories with 

the individual Chicana author's personal experience and 

cultural and/or literary criticism.® Armed with this 

strategy, Chicana indigenista feminists deconstruct the 

"official histories" that promote the erasure of indigenous 

women's lives from our memory. 

In chapter one, I traced the Chicano cultural 

nationalist adaptation of ultra-nationalist Mexican 

indigenista ideology and aesthetics. In Mexico at the turn 

of the 19th century, ultra-nationalist indigenismo emerged 

as a movement advocating the glorification of pre-conquest 

indigenous cultures, particularly the Aztecs, and their 
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racial legacy among mostly Mexican Indian campesinos. Like 

Mexican political activists before them, Chicano cultural 

nationalist activists of el movimiento reclaimed the Aztec 

race and Mexican campesino class as legitimizing symbols of 

resistance against a history of colonialism, intense racism, 

and economic exploitation in America. In short, Chicano 

cultural nationalist authors employed ultra-nationalist 

indigenismo in their construction of an idealized Aztec 

Nation in which heterosexual males were the privileged 

1eaders. 

Since the Chicano/a literary renaissance of the late 

1960s, studies of Chicano and Chicana literature and 

political discourse have recognized the pervasiveness of 

ultra-nationalist Mexican indigenismo. However, most 

scholars have yet to explore the complex and often 

problematic constructions of race, class, gender, 

spirituality and sexuality in Chicano indigenista poetics 

and politics. Moreover, scholars have yet to acknowledge 

that since at least 1969 Chicanas have also appropriated 

Mexican indigenismo as a strategy for their own U.S. Third 

World and transnational feminist practices. "Transnational" 

is a theoretical term that I borrow from literary and 

cultural critics Inderpal Grewal and Caren Kaplan, who use 

the term in Scattered Hegemonies: Postmodernity and 

Transnational Feminist Practices to "problematize a purely 

locational politics of global-local or center-periphery" 
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because, they argue, "models predicated upon binary 

oppositions cannot move us out of the paradigms of colonial 

discourse, nor can they provide us with accurate maps of 

0 

social relations in postmodernity (9-13). Chicana 

feminists Rosa Linda Fregoso and Angie Chabram have provided 

critiques of the essentialist constructions of race and 

gender that emerged from movimiento literature and political 

discourse, arguing that the cultural nationalist vision of 

Chicano identity 

failed to acknowledge the partiality of representation, 
the fact that it is an artifice and a social 
construction, and that representations did not even 
encompass the complexity of Chicano cultural identity. 
What was glaringly absent from Chicano student movement 
representations were working-class and women's cultural 
forms and practices. (206) 

The work of Chicana feminist authors of the movimiento 

period is transnational because these women challenged the 

inherent sexism within the male-dominated movimiento. And, 

in particular, because their criticism of Chicano cultural 

nationalist literature and political discourse reveals that 

the effects of colonialism upon Chicanas were distinctly 

different from the effects of colonialism upon Chicanos. 

Although at this early stage of el movimiento, Chicana 

feminists often continued to promote essentialist 

representations of female Mexican Indian ancestors, their 

work represented the earliest Chicana feminist examinations 

of Chicana intersubjectivity that are now so common in the 

work of scholars such as Fregoso and Chabram and writers 
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such as Cherrie Moraga and Gloria Anzaldua. Movimiento-

period Chicana feminist criticism of the collusiveness of 

Chicano patriarchal and dominant colonial paradigms expose 

what cultural theorist Anne McClintock argues is the 

cultural nationalist rush to identify their needs "with male 

conflicts, male aspirations and male interests" (260). 

While several Chicana feminist authors who published their 

work between 1969 and 197 9 adopted much of the Chicano 

indigenista ideology of el movimiento, they clearly rejected 

the sexism and censorship that was perpetuated in its 

Q 
cultural nationalist discourse. 

Chicana activists of the movimiento period did not 

self-identify as indigenistas, yet beginning in 1969, 

Chicana feminist discourse provides evidence of an emerging 

Chicana indigenista feminist ideology. Chicana indigenista 

feminist discourse often exhibits the following 

characteristics: 

1) criticism of the male-centered ideological 
foundations of Chicano cultural nationalism such as the 
the male-defined concepts of carnalismo (brotherhood), 
la familia de la raza (the family of the race), and la 
raza de Bronce (the Bronze race), a racial category 
that emphasizes the racial distinctions between 
Chicanos and dominant white culture. 

2) a challenge to Chicano cultural nationalist ideology 
by refashioning Mexican Indian, specifically Aztec, 
Mexicana, or North American Indian women's history, 
mythology, folklore, cultural and social traditions, 
rituals, ceremonies, or languages for contemporary 
Chicana feminist purposes. For example, Chicana 
indigenista feminists often legitimize their 
indigenousness by distinguishing themselves racially 
from white feminists and by reclaiming the "feminist" 
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histories of ancient indigenous women. 

3) a rejection of second wave white American feminism 
and its theories, or a reinterpretation of them through 
an indigenous or pan-indigenous frame of reference. 
For example, as in the Chicana feminist tribalism of 
Cherrie Moraga, a theory that seeks to abolish racial, 
gender, sexual, and class heirarchies. 

During el movimiento, many Chicana feminist writers 

went to great lengths to justify their political battles as 

a right through indigenous inheritance. For example, in 

many of their essays, Chicanas gave detailed descriptions of 

Aztec or other pre-conquest indigenous women's social and 

cultural practices and argued that these practices were 

prototypical indigenista "feminist" models of resistance.^" 

Movimiento-period Chicana indigenistas argued that the 

"feminist" practices of their indigena (indigenous female) 

predecessors legitimized their struggles for social justice 

and respect within el movimiento. 

By 1969 Chicana feminist theories of race, class, 

gender, and sexuality were regularly circulating in Chicano 

and Chicana periodicals. More than ten years before the 

publication of Cherrie Moraga's and Gloria Anzaldua's 

anthology This Bridge Called My Back: Writings By Radical 

Women of Color (1981), Chicana indigenista feminists such as 

Enriqueta Longeaux y Vasquez, Elizabeth Martinez, Adelaida 

Del Castillo, and Dorinda Moreno rejected second wave white 

American feminisms in favor of feminist coalitions with U.S. 

ethnic and Third World women. Pioneering Chicana 
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indigenista activists also organized public debates on 

Chicana sexuality and la familia de la raza at political 

rallies and national conferences. Beginning with the 

Chicana Caucus at the 1969 Chicano Youth Liberation 

Conference in Denver and continuing with the 1971 First 

National Conferencia de Mujeres Par La Raza (Chicana 

Conference) in Houston, followed by the Chicana Caucus at 

the 1972 National Convention of La Raza Unida Party in San 

Jose, California, Chicanas formed feminist alliances across 

the country. These feminist meetings and coalitions led to 

the publication of Third World Women (1972) and La Mujer: En 

Pie de Lucha (1973), anthologies which featured artwork, 

essays, and poetry by Chicanas, Mexicanas, Native American, 

African American, Asian American, Puerto Rican, and Latin 

American women. Reconsidering this early phase of 

transnational and transcultural Chicana feminist writing as 

Chicana indigenista feminist theory requires that we 

acknowledge that this ten year proliferation of literature 

and political discourse is a significant historical 

precursor to the Mestiza and Xicanista discourses that have 

emerged since 197 9 and which are featured in the work of 

Moraga, Anzaldua, and Ana Castillo. 

In this chapter, I examine the writing of four 

prominent Chicana feminists who published their literary and 

political discourse between 1969 and 1979. Chicana feminist 

writing during this period frequently appeared in 
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underground newspapers and periodicals such as EI Grito del 

Norte, De CoI ores; Journal of Emerging Raza Philosophies, 

Las Hijas de Cuauhtemoc, and Encuentro Femenil: The First 

Chicana Feminist Journal. Enriqueta Longeaux y Vasquez's 

1969 essays "The Woman of La Raza--Part I" and "The Woman of 

La Raza--Part II," both published in the northern New Mexico 

Chicano activist newspaper El Grito del Norte (the cry of 

the north), were the earliest Chicana feminist essays to 

directly respond to anti-feminist politics at the Chicano 

Youth Liberation Conference and to the male-centered 

rhetoric of "El Plan Espiritual de Aztlan," the Chicano 

cultural nationalist manifesto that was ratified at the 

conference. The early political writing of Elizabeth 

Martinez, civil rights activist, founder, and editor of EI 

Grito del Norte documents the tensions between Chicana 

political loyalties to el movimiento and their emerging 

feminist movement. In "La Chicana" (1972) printed in El 

Grito del Norte as well as the Tricontinental Builetin, a 

leftist news journal published in Havana, Cuba, Martinez 

argues that Chicana feminism is founded upon a history of 

indigenous women's resistance to colonialism and that 

Chicanas share this revolutionary history with all Third 

World women. Though Martinez's essay remains a significant 

example of early Chicana feminism, its descriptions of 

Chicanas and Latin American women reveal that Chicana 

loyalists remained skeptical of Chicana feminist activity 
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during the movimiento period. Adelaida R. Del Castillo's 

groundbreaking essay "Malintzin Tenepal: A Preliminary Look 

Into a New Perspective" (1973), published in Encuentro 

Femenil, is the first feminist rehistoricization of the myth 

of la Malinche vis-a-vis an emerging Chicana feminist 

identity. Dorinda Moreno's poem "Ixchel: Goddess of 

Cozumel," appeared in one of the first transcultural 

feminist-of-color anthologies. La Mujer: en pie de lucha y 

la hora es ya (1973), which she also edited. "Ixchel" is a 

classic example of the type of Chicana indigenista feminist 

poetry that characterizes the movimiento period. Poems from 

Moreno's chapbook. La Mujer es La Tierra (1975), rework 

idealized Chicano cultural nationalist concepts of la 

familia de la raza, including its oppressive attitudes 

toward Chicana sexuality. Her poetry challenges the 

pervasive Chicano cultural nationalist representations of a 

Chicano working class whose Mexican campesino heroes are 

exclusively male. Through her poetry, Moreno attempts to 

establish an indigenista alliance between Chicana feminists 

and North American Indian women, a feminist strategy that 

anticipates the Xicanista discourse of Ana Castillo. 

Challenging Camalisino, Building Feminismo 

Who among us is ready to fight machismo in Aztlan? 
Who among us is ready to take on the challenge? 
Where are the mujeres? 
La Chicana Activist 
La Feminista 
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Las Madres y Pi lares de la Comiinidad 
Our women fell behind in the 1960s 
They left a legacy for us in the 1990s 
Let's bring to life their feminist souls 
Let's help them rise above Aztlan 
The women's souls will give us strength 
Chicana women, I call upon you 
Take up arms! 
Raise your pencils! 
Raise your books! 
Above all, liberate your oppressed mind 
Your consciencia 
Your womanism 
Your voice 
Mujeres, Liberate your souls and let your voice be 
heard 
jLa Mujer Chicana is here! And ready for Action! 

--Guadalupe R. Corona, "La Chicana Feminista 
Ready to Take on Machismo," Chicano/a Electronic 
Discussion List (1996). 

These are the first twenty lines of a poem posted in 

1996 on the Internet by Guadalupe R. Corona, co-founder of 

the San Diego-based Association of Chicana Activists and 

former Chairwoman of San Diego State University's Movimiento 

Estudiantil Chicano de Aztlan (Chicano/a Student Movement in 

Aztlan), or MECHA ("La Chicana"). What is most striking 

about the passionate tone of Corona's poem is its similarity 

to the urgency that one finds in the poetry and prose 

written during the late 1960s by Chicana feminists who 

desperately wanted to redefine the parameters of the male-

dominated movimiento and who eventually succeeded in 

breaking new ground in Chicana feminist identity politics. 

Corona's poem suggests the extent to which early Chicana 

feminist activism has been erased from the "official" 

historical memory of el movimiento. Today, the the voices 
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of these early Chicana feminists will remain marginalized 

unless poets like Corona as well as scholars acknowledge 

their importance to Chicano and Chicana Literary and 

Cultural Studies, American Studies, Ethnic Studies, and 

Women's Studies. The history of this first wave of the 

Chicana feminist movement requires revisiting before the 

activism of early Chicana feminists is further obscured by 

the work of more recent Chicana feminist thinkers like 

Moraga, Anzaldua, and Castillo, women who owe a great debt 

to Chicana feminist pioneers like Longeaux y Vasquez, 

Martinez, Del Castillo, and Moreno. 

In 1969, when Chicano cultural nationalists inscribed 

their ideology in "El Plan Espiritual de Aztlan," Chicana 

counter-political discourse was immediate. While at the 

1969 Chicano Youth Liberation Conference, Chicanas debated 

cultural nationalist and emerging Chicana feminist issues 

and wrote poems and essays in response to "El Plan 

Espiritual." A few short months after Chicano activists 

officially adopted this manifesto as a decolonizing 

declaration of their independence, it was published 

throughout the Southwest in Chicano newspapers such as La 

Verdad in San Diego, California and northern New Mexico's El 

Grito del Worte, which featured the document in a bilingual, 

two-page spread that was accompanied by indigenista graphic 

art that underscored the masculinist discourse of the 

manifesto. The 1969 publication of "El Plan Espiritual" in 
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El Grito, a newspaper founded and edited by Chicana feminist 

Elizabeth Martinez at the height of el movimiento, invites a 

focused critique of Chicano cultural nationalist discourse 

vis-a-vis Chicana feminist discourse that directly 

challenged nationalist claims of a unified Aztec Nation. 

In the same 1969 issue of El Grito, the weekly column 

of Chicana activist Enriqueta Longeaux y Vasquez, fittingly 

subtitled "The Woman of La Raza," represents one of the 

first published examples of Chicana feminist criticism of 

masculinist cultural nationalist rhetoric embedded in "El 

Plan Espiritual." Unlike the graphic illustrations framing 

the nationalist document, the El Grito graphic artist framed 

Longeaux y Vasquez's column with black and white photographs 

of Chicanas and Mexicanas who had appeared in previous 

issues of El Grito. Many of the photographs feature young 

Chicana mothers or grandmothers, holding babies and smiling. 

In one photo, a middle-aged Chicana gazes intensely at the 

observer; and at least two of the photos capture Chicana 

activists speaking at political meetings. While some of 

these women are indeed depicted in conventional women's 

roles, the liveliness and thoughtful facial expressions of 

this inter-generational group of Chicanas create a strong 

visual contrast to the pen-and-inked, idealized image of 

Aztec masculinity that frames the text of "El Plan 

Espiritual." 

Longeaux y Vasquez served as a co-editor and staff 
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writer for El Grito del Norte from 1968 to 1973. In her 

weekly column, "jDespierten Hermanos!" (Wake Op, Brothers), 

Longeaux y Vasquez covered issues ranging from the Chicano 

Youth Liberation conferences to the war in Vietnam, Chicana 

liberation, and welfare rights. Before becoming a regular 

contributor to El Grito, Longeaux y Vasquez lived for a time 

in Denver, Colorado, where she worked as a legal assistant 

and as director of a job skills program for Chicanos (Morgan 

597). Her column, "The Woman of La Raza," is a testimonio 

of her personal experience at the 1969 Chicano Youth 

Liberation Conference and of the political tensions that 

emerged between Chicano cultural nationalists, Chicana 

loyalists, and Chicana feminists during and after the 

Chicana Caucus meeting held at the conference. According to 

Alma M, Garcia, "Chicana loyalists" during el movimiento 

were highly skeptical of feminism and "believed that the 

Chicano movement did not have to deal with sexual 

inequalities since Chicano men as well as Chicano women 

experienced racial oppression" (225). Adhering to Chicano 

cultural nationalist separatist ideology, many Chicanos and 

Chicanas believed that "feminism" was unquestionably a 

middle-class, Anglo concept. Longeaux y Vasquez's 

dissenting grito (holler or cry) lingers as evidence of the 

ideological tensions that existed between loyalists and 

emerging Chicana feminists during the early years of el 

movimiento. 
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The 1969 Denver Chicana Caucus is famous among early 

Chicana activists for producing the following statement: "It 

is the consensus of the group that the Chicana woman does 

not want to be liberated," which Longeaux y Vasquez cites in 

her column. Longeaux y Vasquez begins "The Woman of La 

Raza--Part I" by flatly rejecting this anti-feminist 

statement. She then explains to her readers the historical 

and cultural context that bred the statement and uses her 

analysis to launch a litany of reasons why Chicanas should 

and do want liberation. 

Blasting the sexism in el movimiento, yet reinscribing 

its indigenista rhetoric, Longeaux y Vasquez documents her 

experience as a working-class, Chicana mother whose 

revolutionary heritage is richer than the male leaders of el 

movimiento realize. "Looking at our history," she asserts, 

"I could see why this [statement made by the Denver Chicana 

caucus] would be true," for 

the role of the Chicana woman has been a very strong 
one, although a silent one. When the woman has seen 
the suffering of her peoples, she has always responded 
bravely and as a totally committed and equal human. My 
mother told me of how, during the time of Pancho Villa 
and the revolution in Mexico, she saw the men march 
through the village continually for three days and then 
she saw the batallion of women marching for a whole 
day. The women carried food and supplies; also they 
were fully armed and wearing loaded 'carrilleras' 
[cartridge belts]. In battle they fought alongside the 
men. Out of the Mexican revolution came the personage 
'Adelita,* who wore her rebozo [shawl] crossed at the 
bottom as a symbol of a revolutionary woman in Mexico. 

Then we have our heroine Juana Gallo, a brave woman 
who led her men into battle against the government 
after having seen her father and other villagers hung 
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for defending the land of the people. And if called 
upon again, they would be there alongside the men to 
fight to the bitter end. 

And now, today, as we hear the call of the Raza and 
as the dormant, 'docile* Mexican-American comes to 
life, we see the stirring of the people. With that 
call, the Chicana woman also stirs, and I am sure that 
she will leave her mark upon the Mexican-American 
movement in the Southwest. (8) (translations mine) 

Longeaux y Vasquez's idealized indigenista imagery of female 

descendants of Chicana revolutionaries reveals the tension 

between her loyalty to Chicano cultural nationalist ideology 

and her emerging allegiance to Chicana feminism. The author 

begins by criticizing the sexism of Chicano cultural 

nationalism and the movimxento's refusal to recognize that 

Chicanas are discriminated against because of their race and 

their gender. But, in her attempt to avoid alienating her 

readers, Longeaux y Vasquez also expresses empathy with the 

Chicana loyalist resistance toward creating a separate 

Chicana liberation movement, which at the time, movimiento 

activists widely identified as an ideology benefitting only 

the oppressor. 

In their literature and politics, Chicano cultural 

nationalists modeled themselves after male Mexican 

revolutionary leaders. Longeaux y Vasquez argues that 

Chicanas should similarly look to their female ancestors of 

the Mexican Revolution for models of political power. 

Rather than chastising her fellow Chicana loyalists for 

their reluctance to challenge male privilege within 

movimiento politics, she suggests that their solidarity with 
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Chicanos replicates the political support that Mexicana 

soldaderas (camp followers) showed to guerilla military 

troops during the Mexican Revolution and already qualifies 

Chicanas as warriors for equality. Her arguments 

demonstrate that unlike her Chicano comrades, she rejects 

the marginalization of Chicanas in Aztlan. She strongly 

suggests that if movimiento leaders were truly following the 

revolutionary pattern of their Mexican ancestors, Chicanas 

and Chicanos would be equals just as Mexicanas were with 

Mexicanos during the Revolution. 

Although Longeaux y Vasquez's political intention is to 

inspire Chicanas to speak out for equality within el 

movimiento, her interpretation of Mexican Revolutionary 

history is, unfortunately, based upon indigenista idealism 

rather than fact. Soldaderas did participate in combat and 

lead rebel factions during the chaotic war, but the role of 

soldaderas within the Mexican military and the circumstances 

of their participation in battle were far too varied to 

assume that all Mexicanas joined the military for 

ideological reasons. Historian Elizabeth Salas rigorously 

documents the ambivalence that Mexican males had toward the 

presence of soldaderas on the battlefields. In her study of 

the Mexican soldadera tradition, she also dociiments evidence 

of the intense hatred that Pancho Villa had for women in the 

Mexican military (36-52). 

Obviously, Longeaux y Vasquez is an activist and not an 
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historian; therefore, she avoids a lengthy analysis of the 

historical facts that would contradict her emotional 

appeals. Rather, her strategy is to ask Chicano leaders and 

Chicana loyalists to focus upon the egalitarian subtext of 

"El Plan Espiritual," which celebrates the legacy of ancient 

indigenous ancestors who waged battles on behalf of land and 

human rights. 

Linking Chicana activists in el movimiento to 

Revolutionary-era Mexicanas is an indigenista rhetorical 

strategy that Longeaux y Vasquez revises from Chicano 

cultural nationalist discourse. Despite her overstatements 

about the political agency of Mexican soldaderas, the 

indigenista strategy that Longeaux y Vasquez borrows here 

legitimizes a history of Chicana political activism in the 

same manner that her male contemporaries legitimized their 

own history of indigenous heroism. With her rendering of 

the "historical" role of revolutionary soldaderas, 

emphasizing their strength as female heroines and military 

leaders, she subverts the Chicano cultural nationalist 

construct of the exclusively male warrior in Aztlan. Her 

references to la Adelita and Juana Gallo, women who have 

since become Chicana feminist icons, emerge as feminist 

alternatives to the images of Villa, Zapata, and others. 

Continuing her criticism of Chicano cultural 

nationalist ideology, Longeaux y Vasquez questions its 

narrow interpretation of carnalismo: 
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And what usually happens to this woman when she tries 
to become active in the 'Causa'? One would think that 
the movement would provide a place for her, one would 
think that the organizations would welcome her with 
open arms and try to encourage her to speak up for her 
Raza. One would think that because of her knowledge 
and situation that groups would think of liberation 
schools with child care for the victims of broken 
homes, in order to teach them culture and history so 
that they may find self-identity. But NO. Instead one 
finds that this woman is shunned again by her own Raza. 
When she tries to speak of Machismo, she is immediately 
put down and told 'We know all about it, there are many 
books written on the subject.' She receives nothing 
but censorship again. (9-10) 

In this passage, Longeaux y Vasquez's allusions to the 

humanist promises embedded in the narrative of "El Plan 

Espiritual," reveal a glaring weakness in the united front 

that Chicano cultural nationalist leaders convinced 

themselves was at the heart of el movimiento. She bases her 

criticism of machismo upon her interpretation of el 

movimiento as a human rights movement and upon her apparent 

translation of the word "carnalismo" as "of the same blood" 

instead of the gendered "brotherhood." Each of her 

interpretations of these movimiento concepts suggest that 

Chicanas should have unquestioned access to leadership 

roles. Interpreting el movimiento as a human rights 

movement also allows her to demonstrate to Chicano 

activists, particularly the movement leaders and loyalists, 

that Chicanas would not require a separate feminist movement 

if Chicano cultural nationalists practiced the human rights 

politics that they advocate. 

Unlike her Chicano brothers who authored "El Plan 
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Espiritual," Longeaux y Vasquez defiantly reinterprets the 

political metaphor of la familia de la raza as a space where 

gender equality can and should exist: 

The Raza movement is based on brother- and sisterhood. 
We must look at each other as one large family. We 
must look at all of the children as belonging to all of 
us. We must strive for the fulfillment of all of us as 
equals with the full capability and right to develop as 
humans. When the man can look upon 'his' woman as 
HUMAN and with the love of BROTHERHOOD and EQUALITY, 
then and only then, can he feel the true meaning of 
liberation and equality himself. When we talk of 
equality in the Mexican-American movement we better be 
talking about TOTAL equality, beginning right here 
where it all starts, AT HOME. (10) 

Longeaux y Vasquez's rhetorical strategies here circumvent 

potential accusations of vendidismo (traitorism) that many 

Chicanos resorted to when they felt threated by Chicanas who 

spoke in favor of gender equality. In effect, her argument 

implies that any attempts made by Chicanos to silence 

Chicanas within el movimiento are evidence that Chicanos 

themselves are the vendidos to the movement. Longeaux y 

Vasquez transforms the home--a space of confinement for many 

Chicanas of her generation--into a site of political 

resistance, a construction of la familia that goes far 

beyond what Chicano cultural nationalists ever envisioned. 

Many of Longeaux y Vasquez's criticisms of Chicano 

cultural nationalism in the subsequent issue of El Grito 

continue to center upon the limitations of women's roles in 

la familia de la raza. She titles this follow-up column 

"The Woman of La Raza--Part II." To underscore her 
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political message, the graphic art that accompanies this 

column features a pen-and-inked soldadera, brandishing a 

sub-machine gun with the subheading, "iOrganizense 

Chicanas!" (Chicanas Organize!) and the name of the column 

" I'Despxerten Hermanos!" has been revised by the artist to 

the feminine "/Despierten HermanasJ" The militancy of 

Longeaux y Vasquez's feminist message is undeniable. As she 

questions the male-defined concept of the "traditional" role 

of the raza woman, she relies upon a utopianist revision of 

Mexican Indian womanhood to persuade her readers to side 

with her feminist agenda. She writes: 

before the Europeans came to the Americas, our highly 
cultured Indian women usually held an honored position 
in the 'primitive* society in which she lived. She was 
mistress of the home and took full part in tribal 
elections. The position of women was not only free, 
but honorable. She was a strong laborer, a good 
mechanic, a good craftsman, a trapper, a doctor, a 
preacher, and if need be, a leader. It seems that 
among the so-called SAVAGE people of this continent, 
women held a degree of political influence never 
equalled in any CIVILIZED nation. The woman of the 
Aztecs was far superior to that of Spain, then and now. 
And in Oaxaca, Mexico, the Mayan woman to this day is 
equal to her men [sic]. (3) 

As with the examples of the Mexican soldadera tradition in 

her previous column, Longeaux y Vasquez relies upon an 

indigenista revision of Mexican Indian history to strengthen 

her arguments in favor of Chicana liberation. Her 

capitalization of the contrasting words "SAVAGE" and 

"CIVILIZATION" and the images they invoke, underscore her 

intention to subvert racist colonial histories of indigenous 
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peoples. Anticipating Anzaldua's recuperations of Aztec 

goddesses, her idealistic representations of the social and 

political agency of pre-conquest Mexican Indian women 

seriously exaggerate anthropological studies of gender in 

Aztec society. Inga Clendinnen, among others, has commented 

on the scarcity of primary sources on the lives of Aztec 

women and states that in Aztec society 

we hear no Mexica women's voices at all: the little we 
can discover must come indirectly. In pre-contact 
times public and therefore recorded matters were the 
business of men. [. . .] Women had no right to speak 
on high public occasions, and this in a polity in which 
the highest office was that of tlatoani, "He Who 
Speaks." (Hence the perturbation at the physical 
prominence and verbal dominance of Dona Marina, 
Cortes's native interpreter, during Spanish 
negotiations with native lords.) (154-57) 

Longeaux y Vasquez's idealistic images of indigenous women 

allow her to establish an uninterrupted historical and 

politically symbolic link between pre-conquest Mexican 

Indian women, Mexican soldaderas, and working-class Chicanas 

in spite of the fact that she decontextualizes the lives of 

indigenous women to accomplish this feminist goal. In using 

this strategy, she deliberately conflates the seemingly 

incompatible ideologies of Chicano cultural nationalism and 

an emerging Chicana feminism. 

Longeaux y Vasquez continues her indigenista revisions 

of Mexican Indian culture by asking her readers to consider 

the evidence of indigenous survival despite the devastation 

of Spain's conquest of Mexico: 
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When we look at all of this and see our real history 
and heritage, we come to realize that a strong Raza 
woman is inevitable. If our Raza is to survive and 
endure, it seems that we have to prepare the woman once 
again to live a strong role in relation to her people. 
We can expect to see the Raza woman stand up and take 
more and more action in matters, for it is in doing so 
that she will be fulfilling the deep thirst of our 
Indian blood. (3) (emphasis added) 

Like Valdez before her, Longeaux y Vasquez flatly rejects 

her European blood and embraces her Mexican Indian blood as 

evidence of her indigenous racial authenticity and 

allegiance to the political goals of Chicano cultural 

nationalism. At this early stage of el movimiento, Chicanas 

were only beginning to publicly criticize its gender 

inequalities. It is not surprising, therefore, that 

Longeaux y Vasquez's arguments perpetuate Chicano cultural 

nationalist essentialist and racialized lines of argiiment 

that overlook the complexity of Mesoamerican cultures. 

Postcolonial Indigenista Feminist Practices 

In the present age of nationalism combined with the 
intensified repression of colonized peoples, such an 
open-minded exchange of ideas must be difficult. But 
for those who have moved on to revolutionary values, no 
other real choice exists. 

--Elizabeth Martinez, "Colonized Women: The Chicana," 
Sisterhood is Powerful: An Anthology of Writings from 
the Women's Liberation Movement (1970). 

During the 1950s, as Third World peoples across the 

globe moved toward the decolonization of their native 

homelands, a young Chicana researcher for the United 

Nations, Elizabeth Sutherland Martinez, began her career as 
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a political activist. As the U.S. civil rights movement 

gained momentum in 1963, Martinez became the director of the 

New York office of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 

Committee <SNCC), one of the political organizations heavily 

involved in lunch counter sit-ins and voter registration in 

the South. In 1968, Martinez focused her civil rights 

activism on the growing movimiento and relocated to northern 

New Mexico to found El Grito del Norte (Rodriguez and 

Gonzales npn). In her tenure as editor and staff writer for 

El Grito, Martinez focused her efforts on the dissemination 

of movimiento news from around the country. News coverage 

of the land grant movement, the farm worker movement, and 

the Chicano student movement appeared regularly. El Grito 

also provided its readers with accounts of Black Power 

Movement, American Indian Movement, and Puerto Rican Young 

Lords Party activities. In 1973, Martinez was among the 

handful of Chicano/a activists who went to South Dakota to 

support the American Indian Movement's (AIM) stand-off with 

federal agents at the Oglala Sioux Pine Ridge reservation. 

Martinez also strongly supported Third World revolutionary 

movements, which explains the heavy news coverage in El 

Grito of events in Cuba, China and Vietnam. Many of these 

news stories specifically emphasized the plight of colonized 

Third world women and U.S. women in the Black Panther and 

Puerto Rican Young Lords parties. These topics were not as 

readily addressed in other movimiento newspapers. Finally, 
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while El Grito strongly supported Chicano cultural 

nationalism, the newspaper regularly demonstrated its 

solidarity with the emerging Chicana feminist movement by 

featuring Longeaux y Vasquez's regular column "iDepiertan 

Hermanos!" Over a five year period. El Grito published two 

special issues on la Chicana, which provided information on 

Mexicana history. Third World feminist activism, and Chicana 

feminist activities within el movimiento. In addition to 

publishing her political essays in El Grito, Martinez 

regularly contributed to Third World activist publications 

such as the Tricontinental Bulletin, a journal edited out of 

Havana, Cuba that dedicated itself to the "solidarity of the 

peoples of Africa, Asia, and Latin America" {Tricontinental 

28). Martinez's essay "The Chicana" appeared in at least 

three publications in 1972, including Tricontinental.^ I 

have chosen to read this essay as an example of 

transnational Chicana indigenista feminist discourse for its 

examination of gender and class heirarchies within Chicano 

culture. 

Indigenista feminist rhetoric is not as explicit in 

this essay as it is in a number of other Chicana feminist 

texts of the early 1970s. For example, Martinez's essay 

does not feature abundant textual references to Mexican 

Indian deities or cultural practices, yet her consistent 

strategy of distinguishing Chicanos/as and whites by race 

and class coincides with the indigenista rhetorical 
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strategies in Chicano cultural nationalist discourse. 

Though she intends a comparativist approach, Martinez takes 

every opportunity to conflate the distinct histories of the 

colonization of Chicanas, Third World, and pre-conquest 

indigenous women: 

The history and problems of la Chicana are similar to 
those of Latin American women. Although the native 
Indian woman of the Americas was, before the Spanish 
conquest, far from being free, she often participated 
more fully in the life of the society than did her 
sisters under Spanish rule. The coming of the 
European, with his Catholic Church and feudal social 
system, was a turning point. Our roots lie in the act 
of rape of women, the rape of an entire continent and 
its people. 

Inside the borders of the United States, the women of 
La Raza lived first under Spanish rule, then Mexican 
rule, and beginning in 1848 under O.S. imperialist 
rule. The Chicana was raped by the invading gringo 
both in the literal, physical sense as well as in the 
sense of those forms of oppression imposed upon all of 
our people--both men and women. (28-9) 

Martinez contends that for Chicano and Chicana cultural 

nationalists, the history of Chicanas as colonized women 

begins with the violent European rape of the Americas. She 

argues that this cycle of violence was then perpetuated by 

the neo-imperialist Mexican and U.S. governments. Her 

discursive strategies, therefore, echo those of Chicano 

cultural nationalists as well as Longeaux y Vasquez. 

However, Martinez extends their argiiments by focusing her 

analysis on the colonized Chicana. She emphasizes the 

European spiritual and physical rape of indigenous women, 

acts of conquest which she contends were violently relived 

by all people of Mexican descent during the 1848 American 
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annexation of Mexico's northern territory. 

Martinez's purpose for constructing her narrative in 

this fashion is two-fold. First, as an activist who 

maintains an allegiance to Chicano cultural nationalism, she 

equates the colonization of Chicana bodies to the 

colonization of the homeland Aztlan. Second, as an emerging 

Chicana feminist, her analysis of the process of European 

colonization of indigenous women emphasizes that regardless 

of their mestizaje, Chicanas are racially, culturally, and 

politically distinct from white women. Similar to Longeaux 

y Vasquez's arguments in "The Woman of La Raza," Martinez's 

essay "La Chicana" reveals a tension between her allegiance 

to Chicano cultural nationalism and her support of the 

emerging Chicana feminist movement. At this stage of el 

movimiento, it was politically advantageous for Chicana 

feminists like Martinez to resist alienating, their Chicano 

brothers and Chicana loyalists, who were all too eager to 

accuse Chicana feminists of being politically divisive or 

malinchistas (traitors). This political tension may also 

explain why as editor of El Grito, Martinez would not object 

to featuring indigenista-inspired graphic art that 

underscored the masculinist discourse of Chicano cultural 

national ism. 

In a move that is uncharacteristic of the Chicana 

feminist discourse of this period, Martinez attempts to 

explain the spiritual and sexual oppression of middle-class 
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Chicanas. This strategy is uncharacteristic because middle-

class Chicanos and Chicanas were regularly attacked in 

cultural nationalist discourse for selling out their race to 

dominant white culture. They were rarely defended. With 

rhetoric sounding astonishingly similar to Betty Friedan's 

1963 feminist criticism of the limitations of suburban, 

middle-class, white womanhood and American consumer culture 

in The Feminine Mystique, Martinez argues that 

All of this [oppression] holds true not only for the 
working class Chicana—who forms the great majority of 
our women--but also for the petit bourgeois. Often the 
spiritual growth of this Chicana is even more stunted. 
Prom birth, her life is a predestined pattern based on 
passing from her parents' control to that of her 
husband. She goes through high school acquiring a 
strong sense of competition with other Chicanas for the 
attention of the boys. This is the dominant feature of 
her high school years. Although she is expected to 
become a wife and mother, the whole subject of sexual 
functions and physiology is treated like a dark secret. 
Femininity is turned into capitalist consumerism. (29-
30) 

In equating capitalism and imperialism, Martinez intends to 

prove that middle-class Chicanas--branded as vendidas to el 

movimiento for assimilating into the dominant culture--are 

actually victims of capitalist indoctrination rather than 

traitors to la Raza. Martinez goes on to argue that middle-

class Chicanas who have the opportunity to attend college 

will "develop a stronger political awareness" of their 

colonized status and can thus bring "a new element to the 

picture of the Chicana" (30) in el movimiento. Although 

Martinez intends to subvert Chicano cultural nationalist 
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attempts to ostracize middle-class Chicanas for their 

economic privilege, she nevertheless undermines her 

intention because she constructs middle-class Chicanas as 

culturally and spiritually inauthentic. She strongly 

implies that they can become authentic only after they 

receive reprogramming from el movimiento while they are in 

college. Though Martinez's defense of middle-class Chicanas 

appears well intended, her argument unfortunately echoes 

Valdez's claim that middle-class Chicanos and Chicanas are 

nothing more than "ex-raza." And this sentiment underscores 

the indigenista politics of authenticity in her essay. 

Martinez's narrative consistently demonstrates her 

attempts to negotiate the apparent incompatibility of 

Chicano cultural nationalist and Chicana indigenista 

feminist ideologies. Much like Longeaux y Vasquez who 

invokes the Mexican soldadera tradition, Martinez 

establishes the unquestionable feminist lineage of Chicanas 

by linking them to revolutionary Mexican Indian women. And 

again, similar to Valdez's manifestos in which he draws 

strong parallels between Cuban and Mexican revolutionary 

history--excluding, of course, Valdez's marginalization of 

Mexicanas and Chicanas--Martinez draws parallels between 

Chicanas and women in Cuba: 

The truth is that we need to reexamine and redefine 
our culture. Some of us do not believe that in our 
culture, femininity has always meant weak, passive, 
delicate looking [. . .] in other words, qualities that 
inflate the male ego. The woman of La Raza is 
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traditionally a fighter and revolutionary. In the 
history of Mexico, the nation closest to us, we find a 
long line of heroines--from the war of independence 
against Spain through the 1910 revolution and including 
the rebellions of Yaqui Indians. The same holds true 
for other nations, including of course, Cuba. (32) 

What is interesting about Martinez's construction of an 

indigenous feminist and transnational alliance between 

working class Chicanas and Cuban women in this paragraph 

that follows her analysis of middle-class Chicana culture, 

is that she completely ignores the generation of 

predominantly upper and middle-class anti-Castro exiles who 

came to the United States during the height of the Cuban 

Revolution in the late 1950s and early 1960s.Rather, she 

chooses to extend her indigenista politics of authenticity 

to the proletariat women of Cuba. While Chicana feminists 

like Martinez and Longeaux y Vasquez can easily criticize 

the gender inequality within el movimiento, they find it 

much more difficult to acknowledge the niamerous class 

differences among Chicanas and other Third World women. 

Martinez's version of transnational feminism intends to be 

liberatory, yet she relies too heavily upon a political 

model that conflates as unitary what are really the 

divergent histories of the colonization of women of color 

within and beyond the U.S.-Mexico border. 

Chicana feminist strategies of establishing a long line 

of indigenous heroines rehearse the Chicano cultural 

nationalist discursive practice of reinventing ultra-
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nationalist Mexican indigenismo for their own political 

purposes. These historical linkages, which for the most 

part were ahistorical, nevertheless legitimized Chicana 

indigenista feminist practices in the eyes of Chicana 

cultural nationalists. Historical revision was a necessary 

tactic during a political period when Chicanas resisted any 

attempts by second wave white feminism to collapse Chicana 

feminism into its political fold of sisterhood. 

Recuperating Indigenista Feminist Icons 

The fascinating story of this remarkable sixteenth 
century woman might read as an account of the 
prototypical Chicana feminist. La Malinche embodies 
those personal characteristics--such as intelligence, 
initiative, adaptability, and leadership—which are 
most often associated with Mexican-American women 
unfettered by traditional restraints against activist 
public achievement. By adapting to the historical 
circumstances thrust upon her, she defied traditional 
social expectations of a woman's role. 

—Cordelia Candelaria, "La Malinche, Feminist 
Prototype," (1980). 

An essential component to the Chicano cultural 

nationalist discourse that emerged in 1964 was the 

celebration of Mexican Indian mythic and historic figures. 

Chicanos recuperated countless images of indigenous icons 

that embodied cultural nationalist ideals and that 

functioned as models for Chicano resistance to racial and 

class oppression that was imposed upon them by the dominant 

culture. With such an abundance of Chicano power symbols. 

it did not take long for Chicana activists during el 
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movimiento to realize that Chicano cultural nationalist 

symbolism marginalized indigenous women's history and that 

this omission reflected their own marginalization within el 

movimiento. As the nationalist ideology of el movimiento 

proliferated, many Chicana feminists initiated several 

counter-political and literary moves that were designed to 

subvert years of overwhelmingly negative historical and 

cultural representations of Mexican Indian women, and in 

particular, of the sixteenth-century indigena, la Malinche. 

One of the women at the forefront of the Chicana 

feminist movement was Adelaida Del Castillo, who co-founded 

and edited Encuentro Femenil: The First Chicana Feminist 

Journal in 1973 with other prominent Chicana activists such 

as Ana Nieto-Gomez. Encuentro Femenil (feminine meeting) 

was the sister publication to the Chicana feminist newspaper 

Las Hijas de Cuauhtemoc (Daughters of Cuauhtemoc)which 

was edited by a feminist group of the same name beginning in 

1971. These feminist publications provided Chicanas with a 

discursive space that allowed them to openly engage in 

analyses of political, social, educational, and legal issues 

relevant to la mujer Chicana (the Chicana woman). 

In the second issue of Encuentro Femenil, the editors 

announced that they intended to follow the editorial goals 

of Las Hijas de Cuauhtemoc, which were 

to inform the Chicana about herself through history, by 
reporting Chicanas' political activities in the 
communities and by educating her to the socioeconomic 
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condition that she must deal with as a woman in a 
minority culture of an oppressive society. [. . .] In 
other words, the newspaper would become a concrete and 
positive example of combining women's ability and 
Chicano know-how--Chicana style or more appropriately 
described as Chicana power! (3-7) 

Del Castillo and her co-founders of Encuentro Femenil 

insisted that the Chicana feminist movement was fully a part 

of the Chicano movement against racial and class oppression 

and not a separatist movement aligned with the goals of 

white feminists. In the same issue, the editors articulated 

their feminist position: 

As a Chicana feminist journal, [Encuentro Feminil] 
recognized the fact that the Chicana feminists* 
struggle is necessarily distinct from that of the Anglo 
woman's popular feminist movement, although we may 
indeed have many similarities. Realizing that our 
economic struggle is racial as well as sexual, in 
representing Raza women, the journal could in no way 
fight for feminism without it also being an effort on 
behalf of la Raza. (6) 

A year later, in yet another astute political move, Del 

Castillo, speaking as an editor of Encuentro Femenil, 

reasoned that the success of the Chicana feminist movement, 

hence, el movimiento, was "also the responsibility of the 

Chicano male" ("La Vision Chicana" 8). 

Del Castillo's 1973 political essay "Malintzin Tenepal : 

A Preliminary Look into a New Perspective," also appeared in 

the second issue of Encuentro Femenil and was introduced as 

an attempt to "correct and clarify the real story of Dona 

Marina" (7). As political activists whose goal was to 

reclaim a history buried beneath glorified accounts of the 
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exploits of European explorers and conquerors, it was 

inevitable that Chicana writers and thinkers continually 

turned to the most prominent indigenous woman in the history 

of the Americas. Painstakingly researched, "Malintzin 

Tenepal" may in fact be the earliest attempt at what 

academics would now recognize as a postcolonial analysis of 

la Malinche. 

Del Castillo relies on a variety of secondary sources 

that range from Bernal Diaz Del Castillo's The Conquest of 

New Spain, Miguel Leon-Porti11a's The Broken Spears (1966), 

and The Ancient Mexicans Through Their Chronicles and Songs 

(1961), W.H. Prescott's The History of the Conquest of 

Mexico (1874), Letters of Hernando Cortes to Charles V, 

1519-26 (1908), and Jose Vasconcelos's Breve Historia de 

Mexico ([Brief History of Mexico] 1944). However, rather 

than claim that the essay is a conventional historical, 

cultural, or theoretical analysis, Del Castillo maintains 

that it represents a personal quest, by way of an historical 

revision, to understand herself as a colonized Chicana. 

This conflation of the historical and the personal is a 

common discursive strategy for many Chicana indigenistas of 

the movimiento period as well as for many recent Chicana 

feminists such as Anzaldua, Moraga, and Castillo. 

Del Castillo's intention in "Malintzin Tenepal," is to 

deconstruct the pervasive representations of la Maiinche as 

historically insignificant, a traitor to the Mexican nation, 
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and a tragic figure (58). In revising our understanding of 

la Malinche, Del Castillo hopes to do away with pervasive 

assumptions that Chicana feminists are nothing more than 

malinchistas to the Aztec Nation. Writing in the first-

person, she explains that 

Dona Marina is significant in that she embodies 
effective, decisive action in the feminine form, and 
most important, because her own actions syncretized two 
conflicting worlds causing the emergence of a new one-
-my own. Here, woman acts not as a goddess in some 
mythology, but as an actual force in the making of 
history. (58) 

Del Castillo clearly identifies on a very personal level 

with la Malinche. To her, the woman was an indigenous 

feminist prototype who recognized her unique political 

agency while in the midst of a violent clash between two 

oppressive cultures: Spanish and Aztec. Another noteworthy 

aspect of Del Castillo's analysis is her insistence upon 

using the name "Dona Marina," which connotes respect, rather 

than the name la Malinche, which has become synonymous with 

betrayal and corruption. 

Recognizing the significance of her revision of la 

Malinche to the advancement of Chicana feminism, Del 

Castillo continues by stating that 

Dona Marina should not be portrayed as negative, 
insignificant, or foolish, but instead be perceived as 
a woman who was able to act beyond her prescribed 
societal function, namely, that of being a mere 
concubine and servant, and perform as one who was 
willing to make great sacrifices for what she believed 
to be a philanthropic conviction. (58-9) 

One of Del Castillo's primary rhetorical strategies in 
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her essay is to grant Aztec culture and religion the same 

legitimacy and respect that historians commonly grant to 

European culture and Catholicism. In doing so, the author 

grapples with the complexity of what Chicano cultural 

nationalists such as Valdez and Gonzales recognized as the 

"cultural confusion" of Chicano/a racial and cultural 

mestizaje. Yet, in her indigenista feminist narrative, Del 

Castillo places indigenous Mexican Indian culture at the 

center. In her analysis of la Malinche's role in the 

conquest of Mexico-Tenochtitlan, Del Castillo contextualizes 

the influence of the hybridization of Aztec religion and 

Catholicism upon the young indigena's political decisions. 

By focusing on the Aztec belief in the creator-god 

Quetzal coat1, the prophecy of his return, and apparent 

similarities between this indigenous myth and the Christian 

belief in Christ's second coming and creation of a new 

world, Del Castillo argues that la Malinche's actions were 

motivated by her synchretized faith in the benevolent 

figures of Quetzal coat1 and Christ, and not by malice. 

In contrast to Chicano cultural nationalist authors of 

el movimiento period, Del Castillo, like Longeaux y Vasquez, 

emphasizes the humanism that underscores the rhetoric of "El 

Plan Espiritual." Rather than glorifying the Aztecs for 

their military prowess, she uses her secondary sources to 

depict the Mexican Indian culture as a totalitarian regime 

that brought about its own destruction when elite Aztec 
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priests chose to worship the war-god Huitzilopochtli with 

rituals of human sacrifice: 

The extent to which these priests [of Huitzilopochtli] 
indulged themselves in human sacrifice can only be 
understood as maniacal. The extent to which genocide, 
the mutilation of victims, and anthropophagy became 
commonplace was all indicative of a moral degeneracy. 
Contrary to what we've been told, it must have 
terrified one to think that perhaps some day one would 
have to be sacrificed accordingly; in fact, because 
there was always panic, fainting, and crying among 
victims, priests were forced to drag these victims up 
the pyramids by their hair and sometimes even drug 
them. If one was to believe in the philosophy of 
Quetzal coat1, as the Aztecs presumably did, how then 
could one maintain a belief in the perpetual genocide 
which the worship of Huitzilopochtli entailed? What 
virtue was there to a sacrificial orgy of bloodthirsty 
madmen? (62) 

It is not difficult to recognize Del Castillo's 

deconstruction of Chicano cultural nationalist 

representations of Aztec egalitarianism as staunch criticism 

of the privileging of maculinity in the Aztec Nation. In 

Del Castillo's version of the events surrounding the 

conquest of Mexico-Tenochtitlan, it is the former member of 

the Aztec nobility, the slave Dona Marina, who bridges the 

cultural and class differences between oppressed Mexican 

Indian commoners and the Aztec nobility. According to Del 

Castillo, la Malinche's indigenous "feminist activism" on 

behalf of indigenous peoples under Aztec rule is the 

historical event that Chicanos and Chicanas should recognize 

as the symbolic beginning of their revolutionary history 

rather than viewing la Halinche as an icon of betrayal and 

thus perpetuating the subjugation of Chicanas. 
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Although Del Castillo both idealizes and romanticizes 

the history of la Malinche, her postcolonial feminist 

analysis effectively problematizes the definitions of 

"conquest" and "internal-colonialism" that go unquestioned 

in Chicano cultural nationalist discourse. She accomplishes 

this by exposing class heirarchy in Aztec society and the 

process by which Aztec nobility subjugated other Mexican 

Indians. In regard to Chicana self-determination, Del 

Castillo proposes that Chicanas reject the cultural 

nationalist premise that only Chicanos can lead Chicanas to 

their liberation. Rather, she argues that Chicanas, like 

their feminist ancestor la Malinche, can liberate themselves 

by asserting their political, spiritual, and sexual power. 

Del Castillo's narrative challenges the limitations of 

Chicano and Mexicano constructions of Mexicana and Chicana 

identity that are tethered to the myth of la Maiinche as a 

traitor to the Mexican and Chicano nations. She defends la 

Malinche by attacking masculinist reconstructions of the 

histories of Mexico, Aztlan, and the pre-conquest Aztec 

state: 

It is willful to forget that the concept of Mexican 
nationalism (la patria) was introduced only long after 
the conquest of Mexico and not before. Nationalism 
might have been easier to implement after the conquest 
since, by this time, many Indian nations had already 
encountered the viability of allying themselves and 
working together as a political force. 

Again, we cannot accuse Dona Marina of having 
betrayed the Indian peoples as a whole, for it was they 
who had decided it would be to their advantage to help 
free themselves from the yoke of Aztec dominance. In 
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effect, the whole nature of the Aztec Empire decreed 
its own self-destruction in that it was the subjected 
peoples of the Empire who eventually joined together to 
make its downfall a reality. (63) (her emphasis) 

In a rare and daring feminist move for the period, Del 

Castillo, again using her secondary sources, points out that 

the concept of "nation" has been used ahistorically by the 

neo-colonial Mexican state. Her criticism here extends to 

the methods by which Chicano nationalists claim that an 

Aztec Nation symbolizes unity and equality within el 

movimiento. Del Castillo's criticisms echo other Chicana 

feminists who have spoken out against the male-dominated 

political activism and discourse of el movimiento and they 

hint that, just as during the fall of the Aztecs, 

alternative ideologies have the potential to create 

effective coalitions, or altogether disrupt the oppressive 

political tactics of a narrowly-defined Aztec Nation. 

With what appears as lingering Chicana loyalist 

sentiment on the part of Del Castillo in spite of her 

evident Chicana feminism, she attempts to avoid alienating 

her readers by balancing her criticisms of the Aztec Empire 

with criticism of Hernan Cortes*s sabotage of la Malinche's 

political negotiations. It is perhaps important to recall 

here that it is Del Castillo's contention that la Malinche's 

political actions were strongly motivated by her hybridized 

religious beliefs. Recounting the Spanish massacre of 

Mexican Indians at Cholula in 1521, which took place just 
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prior to the conquest of Mexico-Tenochtitlan, Del Castillo 

interprets how the bloody colonial violence that Cortes, 

initiated in the name of Christianity, far outweighed the 

apparent brutality of Aztec ritual sacrifice: 

In the end, Cortes and his allies managed to massacre 
more than 600,000 indios in just a matter of hours. 
The audacity and intensity of such a massacre was 
unheard of throughout the land. Motecuhzoma was 
bewi1dered. 

[ ] 
Dona Marina must have been as bewildered as the great 

Emperor himself; never before had she witnessed such 
merciless cruelty on behalf of the leader of the 
Christians. 

•  . .  .  .  . . . . .  •  . . . .  . . .  .  .  

Cortes was always willing to make peace with the Indian 
peoples simply because it was to his advantage to do 
so. How then, was Marina to have known that Cortes 
would react like a madman and commit the darkest 
massacre in all the history of Mexico? (67) 

Given the extent and number of her criticisms of Aztec 

ritual, Del Castillo's single, detailed criticism of the 

Spanish massacre of Cholulans appears to minimize the full 

impact of the Conquest upon Mexican Indians. However, the 

author's negative description of Cortes and his actions 

resituates him as the ultimate villain to Mexico--as opposed 

to la Malinche--for single-handedly orchestrating the murder 

of countless indigenous peoples. 

Del Castillo's portrayal of a duplicitous and wrathful 

Cortes works in her favor, for it is her intention to 

transform la Malinche into a heroine. In order to complete 

this transformation, Del Castillo first relies upon the 

reader's familiarity with the Aztec myth of the return of 
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Quetzal coat1, which fortells the creation of a new people, 

and second, upon the Mexican cultural myth of la Malinche as 

the original mother of the mestizos. It is the creative 

impetus of these two myths that the author insists are 

ultimately associated with the history of la Chicana: 

Because I see Marina as primordial to any 
conceptualization of 'mexicanidad' (Mexicanness) based 
on 'el mestizaje' that she initiates, it behooves me to 
understand her: she is the beginning of the mestizo 
nation, she is the mother of its birth, she initates it 
with the birth of her mestizo children. [. . .] Thus, 
any denigrations made against her indirectly defame the 
character of the mexicana/chicana female. If there is 
shame for her, there is shame for us; we suffer the 
effects of these implications. (71) (translation hers) 

Dei Castillo's image of la Malinche as the symbolic mother 

of la Raza de Bronce is consistent with the imagery foimd in 

Chicano cultural nationalist and Chicana feminist literature 

and political discourse of the period. It is also 

consistent with Chicano and Chicana indigenista ideology. 

La Malinche and Cortes are reinscribed as the symbolic 

mother and fahher of the Chicano/a race. Yet, their 

parentage, as described by Del Castillo, goes well beyond 

the realm of symbolism, for they are privileged as the 

biological sources of the mestizo bloodline that connects 

ail Chicanos/as. Further, Del Castillo recognizes la 

Maiinche not only as the originator of Chicano/a racial 

mestizaje, but of their cultural and spiritual mestizaje as 

well. There is no historical "proof" that Dona Marina was 

the first indigenous woman to bear a child from a Spaniard 
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(Kartunnen 5). Nevertheless, Del Castillo's "mystical 

interpretation" of the historical role of la Malinche is a 

clear example of Chicana indigenista feminist ideology--an 

ideology that intentionally conflates myth, history, and 

personal experience in an effort to deconstruct "official 

histories" that erase the significant accomplishments of 

indigenous women from our memory. 

Del Castillo's reinterpretation of the life of this 

sixteenth-century indigenous woman places la Malinche at the 

center of Chicana feminist history. With la Malinche as a 

feminist prototype, Del Castillo offers Chicanas an 

alternative to the male-defined version of indigenous 

history that Chicano cultural nationalists inscribed during 

this period. At the time, hers was a powerful and radical 

alternative history. 

Today, we can recognize "Malintzin Tenepal" for its 

discursive power, but we can also critique the essay for the 

problematic assvunptions Del Castillo makes about Aztec and 

Spanish cultures, about her romanticized interpretations of 

la Malinche's relationship with Cortes, her state of mind, 

and especially about the extent of her political agency. In 

the end, it should be acknowledged that in spite of the 

historical inaccuracies and tendency to romanticize, Del 

Castillo's essay stands as a significant contribution to the 

emerging Chicana feminist ideology of the period for its 

detailed criticism of Chicano cultural nationalist ideology 
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and its subversion of the myth of la Maiinche^ s betrayal as 

well as the oppressive cultural tradition of malinchismo. 

Indigenista Poetics and Politics 

One of the most persistent myths to which the Chicano 
woman falls victim is the notion that liberation from 
the Anglo oppressor will bring freedom for her. 
Nothing can be further from the truth. Chicano women's 
liberation will only come about when she frees herself 
from the domination of the Chicano male. The 
traditions which historically have been used to lock 
Chicano women in a subordinate role are still being 
glorified. Without growing away from them the Chicano 
can expect at least another hundred years of total 
slavery. 

If a tradition cannot offer freedom, it must be 
discarded or destroyed. 

--Guadalupe Valdes Pal lis, "The Liberated Chicana: A 
Struggle Against Tradition," Women; Journal of 
Liberation (1974). 

By the mid-1970s, a significant number of Chicana 

feminists, most of whom began their political activism 

within el movimiento, had successfully challenged the 

central tenets of Chicano cultural nationalism. While the 

majority of Chicano cultural nationalists and Chicana 

loyalists remained suspicious of Chicana feminism, Chicana 

feminist discourse now comprised a large portion of the 

prose and poetry that was being published in alternative 

newspapers and journals. Until the early 1980s when widely 

distributed women-of-color anthologies, such as This Bridge 

Called My Back: Writings By Radical Women of Color emerged, 

small alternative presses, Chicano-organized college 

newspapers, and Chicana feminist newsletters were virtually 
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the only spaces available for Chicana writers to engage in 

debates about their cultural, racial, political, sexual, 

spiritual, and transnational identity. Yet in 1973, Chicana 

poet and activist Dorinda Moreno single-handedly 

accomplished what few women of color had at the time: she 

edited one of the earliest and largest transcultural 

feminist anthologies entitled Mujer; en pie de lucha y la 

hora as ya (The Woman: On the Footing of Struggle, and the 

Hour is Now). Similar to the anthology Third World Women, 

which was published a year earlier, Mujer claimed to express 

the 

'alma' de las participantes de la Causa [the spirit of 
participants of the Cause] everywhere: In North 
America, the Southwest; In Mexico, Central and South 
America, Cuba, Puerto Rico and other countries where 
political and social oppression have subjugated our 
Indo-Hispanic cultures. (Ill) (translation mine) 

Adhering to the "internal colonial" model, which posits that 

the United States systematically colonizes ethnic minorities 

within its national borders, Moreno's anthology emphasizes 

the colonization of ethnic minority women in the United 

States and compares this to the colonial status of 

indigenous women in Mexico, Latin America, and the 

Caribbean. 

Mujer features the poetry, prose, political documents, 

and artwork of a wide variety of women, including Chicana 

feminist college students, the Chicana-organized Comision 

Femenil Mexicana, Asian American feminists, the San 
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Francisco Bay Area Native American Women's Action Council, 

and women members of the Puerto Rican Young Lords and Black 

Panther parties. The anthology also includes untranslated 

political documents from Mexican and Latin American 

feminists. These literary and political documents 

overwhelmingly protest U.S. imperialism and racist policies 

toward U.S. ethnic minorities, and toward ethnic minority 

women in particular. As with previous Chicana feminist 

criticism of el movimiento, many of these feminist texts 

challenged the sexism or political tactics of other highly 

visible political movements and organizations such as the 

American Indian Movement (AIM) and the Black Panthers. 

Dorinda Moreno began her career as an activist and poet 

in San Francisco, California. During the early 1970s, she 

reported on women's issues for El Tecolote, a Chicano 

newspaper based in the San Francisco Mission District where 

she had attended elementary through high school. Moreno was 

a co-founder of Concilio de Mujeres (Women's Council), a San 

Francisco Bay Area Chicana feminist organization whose goal 

was the social and political betterment of Chicanas. 

Between 1974 and 1981, Moreno co-edited the Concilio's 

newspaper La Razon Mestiza, which was dedicated to women 

"who have been deprived of their history" ("Los Que Viven" 

38). With the assistance of her editors at El Tecolote, 

Moreno located a small press for the manuscript of Mujer 

that she had compiled while taking courses in La Raza and 
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Women's Studies at San Francisco State University (Gonzales 

I-II; Caracal 2; Montalvo and Anguiano 152-53). Truly a 

grass-roots project, Mujer is a testament to the tenacity of 

Moreno's pioneering Chicana feminist spirit in the face of 

heavy odds against the publication of such an historically 

significant American feminist anthology. 

"Ixchel : Goddess of Cozumel" is one of Moreno's many 

poetic contributions to Mujer and stands as an explicit 

expression of her combined cultural nationalism and 

indigenista feminism. Facing the text of "Ixchel," is a 

full-page, black and white artist's rendering of the goddess 

Ixchel, which resembles the graphic art that frequently 

accompanied Chicano literary and political documents between 

1969 and 1979. The image of Ixchel is modeled after Maya 

heiroglyphs; hence, the goddess is shown from her left 

profile, dressed in a ceremonial loin cloth and adorned with 

a necklace and ear plugs, both presumably made from human 

bones. In her hands, which are positioned in front of her 

body, she holds an inverted rainwater jar; a large coiled 

snake serves as her headdress. The Maya goddess Ixchel, or 

"Our Mother," is associated with the moon, childbirth, 

feminine handicrafts, medicine, prophecy, and sexual excess. 

After the conquest of the Americas, she became associated 

with the Virgin Mary, which makes her an ambivalent and 

complex indigenous female diety. As is common in hybrid 

Mesoamerican mythology, Ixchel's attributes correspond to 
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those of the Aztec female deity Coatlicue, one of the 

goddesses similarly identified with serpents, water, and the 

cycle of life and death. 

Contrasting numerous Chicano literary representations 

of indigenous women as resigned victims of sexual conquest, 

Moreno's "Ixchel" emphasizes the goddess's pre-conquest 

association with unihibited female sexual power, a 

characteristic which the poet aims to revive as an 

indigenista model of Chicana sexual liberation. 

Anticipating Gloria Anzaldua's revival of Aztec fertility 

icons--which would not make a strong impact upon Chicana 

feminist discourse until more than ten years later--Moreno 

locates the beginning of Chicana sexual oppression at the 

moment of the conquest of the Americas. For example, in the 

first three stanzas of the poem, she describes the 

detrimental effects of colonization upon her female 

ancestors. Her speaker testifies: 

Indigenous women 
you walked proud 

natural in your nakedness 
throughout the environmental 
purity of the continent. 

Until . . . the Christians came 
with royal robes of religion 
and they spread shame throughout 

the land. 
Covering your guiltfree bodies in darkness 
the sun was cloaked with sadness. 

You were 'saved' . . . 
made to think a thing of beauty 
was an instrument of sin. 

your liberty taken away by centuries of conquest 
your natural being enchained 

instilling in you fear of sex 
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making you a passive frigid thing 
afraid to give love 
and to receive it. (293) 

Moreno's rhetorical strategies are nearly identical to those 

used by Chicano cultural nationalists with significant 

exceptions. "Ixchel," with its invocation of "guilt-free" 

indigenous women's sexuality, creates a centuries-old 

precedent for Chicana sexual and reproductive freedom that 

is intended to set Chicanas apart from white feminists both 

historically and politically. The poem also sheds light 

upon a Chicana history that Chicano cultural nationalists 

were reluctant to celebrate in their literature and 

political discourse. Once again, Chicana "feminism" becomes 

a right through ancient indigenous inheritance. Although 

Moreno romanticizes a pre-conquest image of Mexican Indian 

women by deemphasizing their subordination within their own 

societies, she cleverly inverts the Western construct of 

female purity and replaces it with an "authentic" indigenous 

view of women's sexuality and of women's bodies. 

Furthermore, her use of the phrase "the sxin was cloaked with 

sadness" is significant because readers familiar with 

movimiento discourse would recognize that in Aztec culture 

the sun represented the masculine war-god Huitzilopochtli. 

The "shame," therefore, that the conquistadores "spread 

throughout/the land," according to Moreno, incited Mexican 

Indian men to assimilate the Christian belief in the 

impurity of native women, which, in the poet's view, is a 
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belief that lingers from the colonial period and that also 

informs Chicano cultural nationalist oppressive attitudes 

toward Chicana sexuality and feminism. 

By 1973, the publication date of Mujer, sexual freedom 

had become a central issue to the predominantly Anglo 

women's liberation movement in the U.S. And, contrary to 

widespread beliefs about Chicana social and sexual 

passivity, which were perpetuated by many Chicano cultural 

nationalists, Chicana feminists had also been openly 

lobbying for their sexual and reproductive rights. For 

example, in 1971, the Women's National Abortion Coalition 

was formed and held its national conference. The conference 

agenda included a speech by Chicana activist Elma Barerra in 

which she characterized the Catholic Church as a sexually 

oppressive institution (12). The first national Conferencia 

de Mujeres Por La Raza (Raza women's conference) was also 

held in 1971 and concluded with the passage of several 

feminist resolutions, including as a priority the charge 

that "sex is good and healthy for both Chicanos and 

Chicanas" (qtd. in Chicanas Speak Out 13). 

Nostalgic descriptions of the pre-conquest landscape of 

the Americas as pure or paradisal are literary conventions 

that are as old as the 15th-century. Moreno appropriates 

these conventions when she refers to the "environmental 

purity of the continent." In comparing the Spanish 

despoiling of the landscape to their subjugation of the 
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bodies of indigenous women, Moreno reinscribes the rape 

imagery that is frequently used in Chicano and Chicana 

cultural nationalist literature.^' Moreno's poem revises the 

historical record of indigenous women's sexual power by 

offering the myth of Ixchel as inspiration for Chicana self-

determination and reclamation of their sexual liberty. 

Moreover, Moreno, with her conflation of the concepts of a 

sexually liberated, pre-conquest indigenous women's culture 

and a landscape unscathed by European conquerers, 

idealistical1y implies that a return to pre-conquest 

indigenous values will enable Chicanos and Chicanas to 

symbolically reverse the despoiling of their conquered 

homeland Aztlan. The combination of these two indigenista 

concepts allows Chicana feminists like Moreno to remain 

loyal to a central Chicano cultural nationalist ideal, the 

reclaiming of the homeland Aztlan, while maintaining their 

feminist goals of revising oppressive cultural traditions 

and history. 

Opening subsequent stanzas with the repeated 

exclamation "Oh! Ixchel," Moreno's poem reads as an erotic 

incantation to the goddess who holds the power to liberate 

Chicanas from sexual oppression: 

Oh! Ixchel - Goddess of Cozumel 
Is this not worse than the sacrifice of the virgins, 

this martyr suffering madre [mother] 
hindered behind a rebozo [shawl] 
her vital force enslaved. 

Oh! Ixchel - Goddess of Cozumel 
What is mine body? 
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dark with reserved rapture 
what passions enfold 
pains disclosed? 

Within my blood flows flaming fires 
of ancient love songs 
and long ago adventures 

locked from years of attitudes inflicted 
and unchallenged religious ethics. 

Oh! Ixchel - Goddess of Cozumel 
I long to touch the infinite 

yet the heavy cross of sacrifice 
extinguishes the embers of ancestral fires. 

I long to touch my man's subtle soul, to undo 450 
years 

of my subserviency, to unleash my deep desire 
till we are once again - on fire. 

Oh! Ixchel - Goddess of Cozumel 
fertility divine. 
My heart reaches back 

throught the centuries 
to reclaim what once was mine. (295-96) 
(translations mine) 

Again indigenous authenticity is essential to Moreno's 

indigenista feminism. Throughout "Ixchel," Moreno prefers 

to denounce European colonialism and its effects upon 

indigenous womens bodies rather than grapple with Chicano 

and Chicana racial mestizaje, and this sets her poem apart 

from other indigenista poetry of this period. In contrast 

to the sexually-charged image of Ixchel, the poet's images 

of suffering mothers bound by their rebozos, inscribes them 

as out-dated emblems of Christian dominance. Her implied 

criticism of the stereotypical image of the "suffering 

mother" directly challenges Chicano cultural nationalist 

representations of Chicanas in, for example, Gonzales's 1967 

epic poem "I am Joaquin," and Anaya's 1972 novel Bless Me, 

Ultima. In these texts black-shawled. Catholic mother-
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figures, images modeled after la Virgen de Guadalupe, 

signify Chicana sexual purity. From its indigenista 

perspective, Moreno's poem beckons her readers to travel 

back--perhaps as far back as their "genetic memory" will 

take them--to a time before the cult of la Virgen de 

Guadalupe established what the poet considers oppressive 

female traditions within Chicano/a culture. 

Moreno's next project, a collection of prose and poetry 

entitled La Mujer es La Tierra, continues to challenge 

traditional images of la mujer Chicana. In 1975, the author 

published a thirty-two page chapbook filled with messages 

that encourages Chicanas and U.S. ethnic minority women to 

assert their political and sexual power. In the preface to 

La Mujer, entitled "La Mujer y el Arte" (Chicana women and 

art), Moreno asserts that images of indigenous women as 

"abundant" and "fertile" far too often confine her to the 

realm of servitude. 

Moreno's concerns about pervasive Chicano cultural 

nationalist literary images that distort the social, 

political, and gender roles of Chicanas inspired her to 

dedicate La Mujer to Mexican painter and Marxist Frida Kahlo 

and the actress Rosaura Revueltas. These women have since 

become icons of Chicana feminism. Kahlo is recognized for 

her support of the working and campesino classes in Mexico 

during the post-1910 Mexican Revolution. She was married to 

the Mexican muralist Diego Rivera. Revueltas starred in the 
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black-listed 1954 film Salt of the Earth. Based on a New 

Mexican miner's strike that took place from 1950 to 1952, 

the film has been praised by many Chicana activists for its 

depiction of the strength and leadership of working-class 

Mexicanas (Barrera, "Story and Structure" 218). Just as 

many other pioneering Chicana feminists, Moreno rejects the 

Chicano cultural nationalist construct of la familia de la 

raza, which does not openly recognize the intersubjectivity 

of Chicanas as mothers, workers, activists, and feminists. 

Like other Chicana feminists, Moreno is determined to change 

these attitudes by providing Chicanas and Chicanos with a 

reexamination of indigenous "feminist" precursors in Chicana 

history. 

Positioned througout La Mujer are black and white 

photographs and line drawings that were created by various 

Chicano and Chicana artists. Many of these drawings depict 

nude, indigenous Mexican Indian women; some of the women are 

shown squatting, or with legs spread wide apart as their 

infant emerges from their vagina. Fertility images such as 

these are common in pre-Columbian sculptures of indigenous 

women. Several of the line drawings are also clearly 

influenced by Kahlo's surrealist self-portraits that expose 

exaggerated images of the artist's reproductive organs, or 

that show infants nursing from the over-sized breasts of 

their Mexican Indian mothers. These images are not intended 

to reinscribe the passive fertility of indigenous women. 
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Rather, they are intended to openly celebrate Chicana 

sexuality and fecundity. 

"Sounds of Sadness, Sounds of Sorrow, Sounds of 

Strength," is an autobiographical prose poem that celebrates 

indigenous women's storytelling and the significance of 

indigenous oral traditions to Chicana feminism. The poem is 

framed with line drawings and retouched photographs. To the 

far right of the page the reader will notice square-shaped, 

black and white retouched photographic images of an 

unidentified painting by Mexican artist David Alfaro 

Siqueros. Three of these images adorn the page and each is 

cropped to emphasize the head of an anguished woman, 

covering her eyes with her fists. 

The poem begins with Moreno's recollection of her 

Navajo grandmother. Referring to her grandmother's soothing 

songs, the speaker announces that 

These have been the forces that have motivated the 
activism of la mujer de hoy [today's woman]. Una 
viejita [an old woman], a powerful woman that 
influenced my life, era mi abuela Navajo [was my Navajo 
grandmother]. She would croon a vibrating chant to me. 
A sound of tenderness which still tremors through me 
today. 

Su arrullo de ternura [her lullaby of sweet nothings] 
sounds like this: 
A ra ru ru ru A ra ru ru ru 
A ra ru ru ru A ra ru ru ru. (npn) (translations 
mine) 

In honoring the song of her Navajo grandmother, Moreno 

acknowledges the heretofore silenced cultural traditions of 

singing and storytelling among indigenous women--traditions 
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which Moreno's indigenista poetry keeps alive. However, her 

memories underscore a larger issue, which is the pan-Indian 

philosophy that was crucial to Chicano cultural nationalist 

attempts to legitimize themselves as part of a colonized 

indigenous nation within the United States. In proclaiming 

both Chicano and Navajo ancestry, Moreno's places herself in 

an interesting position vis-a-vis the Chicano cultural 

nationalist assumption that the U.S. colonization of 

Chicano/as and their homeland Aztlan was identical to the 

U.S. appropriation of North American Indian land. The 

history of U.S. expansionism is as complicated as the often 

ambivalent relationships between mixed-blood peoples and 

18 their racial-cultural groups. While it seems clear that 

Moreno identifies more closely with Chicano/a culture, her 

claim of Navajo ancestry--even though she asserts that this 

is her personal experience and not that of all Chicanas--

problematizes the Chicano cultural nationalist construction 

of an "authentic" Chicano/a mestizaje that originated 

exclusively from the distinct and "pure" bloodlines of the 

Mexican Indian and the Spaniard. Her mixed-blood indigenous 

heritage also calls our attention to the irony embedded in 

"El Plan Espiritual," whose cultural nationalist rhetoric 

erases the distinct histories of American Indians in the 

Southwest. Moreno's poem demonstrates an undeniable fact: 

that the boundaries of the Aztec Nation are permeable and 

ambivalent, qualities than its architects did not readily 
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acknowledge. 

The next stanza emphasizes the transcultural experience 

of Moreno's Navajo grandmother, who often told the legend of 

la Ilorona: 

Mi abueiita tamJbien me contaha de la angustia de una 
madre deseperada. La Llorona [My grandmother would 
also tell me about the anguish of a desperate mother. 
The weeping woman] she would say, killed her children 
because she did not have any food to feed them. Her 
Ilanto [weeping]. Her pena [sorrow] would send a chill 
through the night, causing even grown men to tremble. 
En la noche [in the night], especially down by the 
river; it's not the wind, it's la llorona wailing a cry 
of agony, forever cursed, searching in vain for her 
chiIdren! 

This is the sound of sadness: 
I'H i j o o a s! P o b r e s mis hijoos 
[Children! My Poor Children] 
/ H i  j o o s! P o b r e c i  t o o o o s  
[Children! Poor little Children] 
/ M i s  H  i  j  o  s !  
[My Children!] (npn) (translations mine) 

Moreno manipulates the spacing between letters in the phrase 

"I'Hijos PobrecitosI" to mimic the wailing sound of la 

llorona. There are countless versions of the legend of la 

llorona and it is pervasive in both Chicano and Chicana 

literature. Moreno's version of the legend is very similar 

to Alurista's llorona in "must be the season of the witch," 

a poem that characterizes the woman as a forgotten victim of 

colonization and elevates her to the status of authentic 

indigenous icon. With her transcultural knowledge, Moreno's 

Navajo grandmother embodies the legacy of indigenous women's 

survival--a survival that is both transnational and pan-

Indian . 
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In the remaining stanzas, her Navajo grandmother's 

stories and memories merge with Moreno's own as the poet 

testifies against the poverty and suffering that exist in 

Chicano and Chicana communities. Reminding her readers of 

the ongoing political protests of working-class Chicanos and 

Chicanas in New Mexico, she encourages her readers to take 

action against their own oppression. Restating the implicit 

feminist message in her grandmother's story of la llorona, 

Moreno asserts that 

there are still many children, who die of starvation 
because they do not have any food in their stomachs; 
but no longer does a woman have to suffer this anguish 
in total resignation. No longer should she watch her 
children die a slow death, and remain silent. Unlike 
the llorona, with her act of futility the 
Chicana has brought about a new dimension, of ACTIVISM! 

[ ] 

LA MUJER--EN PIE DE LUCHA: IjY LA HORA ES YA!! 
[THE WOMAN — STANDING ON A FOOTING OF STRUGGLE: AND THE 
TIME IS NOW!!] (npn) (translation mine) 

Moreno's prose poem ends with an unmistakable call to 

action. She has taken the reader through the stages of 

sadness, sorrow, and finally, strength, a journey which 

dramatizes the political transformation of la nueva Chicana 

--a woman whose feminist roots link her to the indigenous 

women miners in the Southwest, to the ultra-nationalist, 

intellectual, and soldadera traditions in Mexico, and 

finally to the sexually liberated world of pre-conquest 

indigenous women. Yet, while Moreno's prose and poetry 

bluntly criticizes the sexist politics of Chicano cultural 
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nationalist discourse, her work, and the work of many other 

prominent Chicana indigenista feminists of the movimiento 

period not only reveals an anxiety about racial and class 

difference within Chicano and Chicana culture, but also 

about sexual difference, and these anxieties still linger. 

By the end of the 1970s, sexual politics were openly 

debated in Chicano and Chicana literature and political 

discourse. However, the discussion of Chicano/a sexuality 

rarely, if ever, strayed beyond the boundaries of 

heterosexuality. Even though the significant events in the 

U.S. gay liberation movement took place almost concurrently 

with the events that marked the beginning of el movimiento, 

it would take ten years for Chicanos and Chicanas to open 

their discussions of Chicano/a identity to the subject of 

homosexuality. Cherrie Moraga's autobiographical essay "La 

Giiera," or "the white-skinned," which was composed in 1979 

and evenually printed two years later in This Bridge Called 

My Back, represents a transitional phase in Chicana 

indigenista feminist discourse in which Chicanas began to 

scrutinize racism and heterosexism within Chicano/a culture-

-specifically with regard to fair-skinned Chicanas and 

lesbians. Beginning in 197 9, Chicana lesbian poets Moraga 

and Gloria Anzaldua took Chicana indigenista feminist theory 

in yet another direction by introducing Mestiza disourse. 

This new wave of Chicana feminist thought is the subject of 

the chapter that follows. 
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Chapter Three 
New Indigenista Feminisms: 

The Emergence of New Mestiza Discourse, 1979-1989 

Necesitamos teorias that will rewrite history using 
race, class, gender and ethnicity as categories of 
analysis, theories that cross borders, that blur 
boundaries--new kinds of theories with new theorizing 
methods. 

--Gloria Anzaldua, "Haciendo Caras, Una Entrada," 
Making Face, Making Soul/Haciendo Caras: Creative and 
Critical Perspectives by Women of Color (1990). 

Chicana political activism and literary production 

during the late 1960s and throughout the 1970s established a 

strong feminist foundation for a new generation of raza 

women in the 1980s. Writers and critics such as Cherrie 

Moraga, Gloria Anzaldua, Chela Sandoval, Yvonne Yarbro-

Bejarano, Sandra Cisneros, and Ana Castillo, among many 

others, developed Chicana feminist discourse in ways that 

were previously unimaginable to a majority of Chicano 

cultural nationalists and Chicana loyalists. Chicana 

feminists of the post-movimiento period aggressively took on 

the politics of identity that many Chicano and Chicana 

activists had staunchly rejected as inauthentic to "the 

Chicano experience," or as pertinent only to the white 

oppressor. First on their agenda was a radical reinvention 

of institutions that ultra-nationalist Chicanos and Chicanas 

had long held sacred. The Church, womanhood, motherhood, 

femininity, masculinity, the home, the family, and the 

strict guidelines that these socio-cultural institutions 

imposed upon Chicana sexuality and gender were all called 
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into question. 

The second significant contribution that Chicana 

feminists of this period made to Chicano and Chicana 

identity politics was their attempt to grapple with the 

inherent contradictions in ultra-nationalist racial 

politics. In order to build solidarity within eJ 

movimiento, Chicano cultural nationalists had for years 

perpetuated several beliefs about Chicano/a culture and its 

evolution from pre-conquest Aztec society. For example, 

artists and activists maintained that Aztecs were the 

Chicano tribe of origin, that they were an egalitarian 

culture, and that dark-skinned Chicanos were more 

authentically Mexican Indian in spite of their mixed 

European-Indian blood. 

What distinguishes Chicana feminists after 1979 from 

their predecessors is that they expanded upon previous 

Chicana feminist criticism of institutionalized racism in 

the United States and sexism in el movimiento. Focusing 

their criticism upon the heterosexism within el movimiento, 

Chicana feminists like Cherrie Moraga and Gloria Anzaldua 

broke new literary and political ground by insisting that 

Chicanos/as recognize the rights of gays and lesbians to 

claim their place within Chicano/a identity politics. They 

argued that their mestizaje, which they defined as a racial, 

cultural, spiritual, as well as a sexual hybridity, was now 

in the service of their feminist politics of resistance. 
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Whereas lesbianism was previously intensely marginalized 

within Chicano/a politics as well as in la familia, many 

Chicana feminists now argued that lesbianism symbolized 

Chicana loyalty to other Chicanas. The Chicana love of 

Chicanas, which was not always defined as sexual love, 

represented for these women a potent weapon against racism 

and sexism within and beyond Chicano and Chicana culture. 

Chicanas of the post-movimiento period proposed that their 

racial and cultural mestizaje was a source of political 

strength, and they worked to make mestizaje a valid location 

from which to theorize contemporary Chicana racial and 

sexual politics. Despite this promotion of mestizaje, 

however, Chicana feminists of this period held tightly to 

the indigenista ideals that the previous generation of 

activists and artists had established. 

Many of the most prolific and outspoken members of this 

generation of new Chicana indigenista feminists self-

identified as Chicana lesbians, or lesbian-identified women, 

whose very presence as self-determined women of color, they 

argued, signified the survival of an indigenous people that 

the United States and other imperialist nations had 

historically earmarked for genocide. As women who claimed 

they were part of the most oppressed group within Chicano 

and Chicana culture, they saw the value in establishing 

political alliances with lesbians from other oppressed 

racial groups, particularly those who identified themselves 
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as U.S. Third World women. 

Chicana feminists during the 1980s argued that 

mestizaje was the theoretical concept that would enable 

Chicanas and other U.S. Third World women to achieve the 

political agency that was denied to them in the previous 

generation. According to many of these Chicanas, practicing 

the apparently boundary-less mestiza politics of identity 

would allow them to avoid the pitfalls of the heirarchical 

and divisive racial politics that characterized el 

movimiento. In their feminist prose and poetry, Chicanas 

continued to use narrative strategies that were similar to 

those used by leading Chicanos in el movimiento. For 

example, just as Chicano cultural nationalists who assumed 

the roles of Aztec tlamatinime (wise men) and who were 

intent upon providing leadership in the new Aztec Nation, 

Chicanas during the 1980s proclaimed themselves Chicana 

feminist theorists who would provide the feminist strategies 

necessary for negotiating the unique cultural experiences 

and multiple subjectivities of la mestiza. Ironically, 

however, although the post-movimiento Chicana feminist 

theorist cautioned that she did not speak for all Chicanas, 

the result was nevertheless that many mainstream feminists 

who sought out the voices of marginalized Chicanas often far 

too eagerly tokenized one Chicana feminist as the voice of 

Chicana feminism.^ 

Continuing the Chicana feminist work of the previous 
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decade, these new Chicana feminist theorists questioned the 

masculinist assumptions about Mexican Indian culture, 

history, and icons upon which Chicano cultural nationalists 

had built el movimiento upon. Furthering the feminist 

criticism that promoted such "prototypical Chicana feminist" 

figures as la Malinche, work which began in 1974 an essay by 

Adelaida Del Castillo, Chicanas began to rely less upon the 

exclusivity of ultra-nationalist racial, gender, and sexual 

politics. However, in spite of the intensity of Chicana 

feminist criticism of the limits of Chicano cultural 

nationalism and the Chicana preference for developing a 

liberatory feminist ideology from the concept of mestizaje, 

Chicana feminists in the 1980s remained reluctant to embrace 

their European racial origins, which Chicano cultural 

nationalists had negatively inscribed as colonialist since 

the early 1960s. Since the late 1960s, Chicana feminists 

have continued to identify with their Mexican Indian 

ancestry and haved continued to name and reclaim indigenous 

"feminist" social, cultural, and spiritual traditions that 

sustain Chicano and Chicana culture. In effect, many, but 

not all, Chicana feminists today continue to engage in some 

form of indigenista feminism in their art, literature, in 

essays, and in their community activism. 

As Norma Alarcon has argued, Chicana feminist theory 

and Chicana poetry and prose are virtually indistinguishable 

genres.^ Since the initial wave of Chicana feminist writing 
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in 1969, Chicanas recognized the distinctions between these 

genres, but allowed them to collide and merge in an array of 

discursive patterns that metonymically represented the 

subject of racial and cultural mestizaje that was and is at 

the core of Chicano and Chicana identity politics. The 

subjects of mestiza discourse are the fluid categories of 

race, class, culture, sexuality, spirituality, and gender. 

This Chicana feminist investigation of the political value 

of the mestiza subject-position stems from a desire to seek 

alternative forms of expression for an historically devalued 

mixed-blood identity that embodies both the race of the 

colonizer and the colonized. Yet, Chicano/a indigenousness 

is consistently privileged within this racial construction. 

Mestiza discourse is frequently written in the first-

person, which allows the author to shift back and forth from 

personal anecdotes to historical, cultural, feminist, and 

political analysis. Mestiza discourse is also characterized 

by frequent linguistic codeswitching: the author may write 

predominantly in English, but she will switch to colloquial 

Spanish, or even Nahuatl, throughout the text. Often 

referred to as experimental prose, as formless, or even as 

"unprofessional writing" by its critics, this mestiza prose 

style, which blends the personal and the political, defies 

numerous categories. 

Clearly, mestiza theorists were not the first to write 

in this mixed-genre style. If we consider the nearly 
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simultaneous emergence of French feminist and postmodernist 

discourses, it might appear as if Chicana feminists were 

directly borrowing this hybrid style from these theoretical 

discourses. Both Moraga and Anzaldua have stated that they 

were familiar with the writing of several second-wave 

American feminist authors such as Adrienne Rich and Susan 

Griffin; nevertheless, the literary and political histories 

of Chicano cultural nationalist and Chicana feminist 

discourses clearly show that Moraga and Anzaldua built their 

indigenista and mestiza feminism upon the work of previous 

Chicano and Chicana indigenistas.^ Given the extensive 

literary, political, and artistic work by Chicanos and 

Chicanas of the previous decade and recognizing that 

Chicano/a mestizaje lingered into the late 1970s as an 

unresolved political issue, it is more accurate to claim 

that post-movimiento Chicana feminist discourse is 

derivative of literary and political traditions that were 

established during the height of el movimiento. Of these 

traditions, the most prominent, of course, is indigenismo. 

This chapter focuses on the work of two prominent 

mestiza theorists who emerged in the early 1980s: Cherrie 

Moraga and Gloria Anzaldua. While it is Anzaldua who is 

credited with coining the phrase "the New Mestiza theory" in 

1987, it is in Moraga's autobiographical work, which she 

began publishing in 1979, where we find some of the earliest 

expressions of the new mestiza theory. The contributions 
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that these women have made to the body of Chicana feminist 

discourse is significant because their work represents the 

first time that the authors, their publishers, and 

subsequently their readers, many from the fields of Women's 

Studies, American Studies, Chicano and Chicana Studies, and 

Ethnic Studies, identified Chicana feminist writing as 

Chicana feminist theory. 

This designation of Moraga's and Anzaldua's writing as 

feminist theory sets their work apart from the previous 

generation of Chicana feminists in two ways. First, 

Moraga's Loving in the War Years/Lo Que Nunca Paso Por Sus 

Labios (1983) and Anzaldua's Borderlands/La Frontera; The 

New Mestiza (1987) filled an apparent gap in the history of 

American feminist discourse. Until the publication of these 

prose and poetry collections, no widely distributed book on 

Chicana feminism by a single Chicana author existed.^ I 

emphasize that these texts filled an apparent gap because, 

unfortunately, the majority of Chicana feminist writing 

published up to this point in underground newspapers and 

journals lay "undiscovered" by most mainstream academics and 

historians, a situation which gave the incorrect impression 

that the practice of Chicana feminist analysis began with 

Moraga and Anzaldua. Secondly, recognizing Moraga's and 

Anzaldua's writing as theory--a genre dominated by 

privileged Europeans and Americans--1egitimizes the work of 

all Chicana feminist intellectuals and subsequently 
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legitimizes the historical study of Chicana feminist 

literary and political discourse. 

The works I have selected to analyze here include "La 

Giiera" (1979), an autobiographical prose poem, which 

establishes Moraga as a transitional Chicana feminist 

figure. Speaking as an outsider to el movimiento, to 

Chicano cultural nationalist racial and sexual politics, and 

to Mexicano and Chicano socio-cultural traditions, Moraga 

allows her personal experience as a white-skinned Chicana 

and a lesbian to guide her mestiza theory. In "A Long Line 

of Vendidas" (1983), Moraga continues her analysis of 

loyalty and betrayal within Chicano/a culture. By contrast, 

Anzaldua, in the essay, "The Homeland Aztlan/El Otro 

Mexico," and "La conciencia de la mestiza: Towards a New 

Consciousness," both from Borderlands/La Frontera: The New 

Mestiza (1987), the author reconstructs Chicana history and 

reinscribes indigenista feminist strategies to provide a 

concrete outline for her self-described new mestiza theory. 

Finally, in "Queer Aztlan: The Re-formation of Chicano 

Tribe," an essay from Moraga's The Last Generation (1993), 

the author resituates Chicana feminist and cultural theory 

within a pan-indigenista framework that is designed to guide 

Chicanas and Chicanos into the next millenium. 

Post-Movimiento Feminism, or the New Indigenista Feminism 

The love of Chicanas for themselves and each other is 
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at the heart of Chicana writing, for without this love 
they could never make the courageous move to place 
Chicana subjectivity in the center of literary 
representation, or depict pivotal relationships among 
women past and present, or even obey the first 
audacious impulse to put pen to paper. Even as that 
act of necessity distances the Chicana writer from her 
oral tradition and not so literate sisters, the 
continuing commitment to the political situation of all 
Chicanas creates a community in which readers, critics 
and writers alike participate. 

--Yvonne Yarbro-Bejarano, "Chicana Literature From a 
Chicana Feminist Perspective," (1988). 

In Loving in the War Years (1983), a collection of 

autobiographical prose, poetry, journal entries, and 

recorded dreams, Cherrie Moraga traces the development of 

her feminist and mestiza consciousness. Part confessional, 

part cultural and feminist theory. Loving in the War Years 

represents Moraga's quest for a decolonizing feminist theory 

that can traverse the racial, cultural, and sexual barriers 

among feminists of color. Moraga's text is groundbreaking 

not only because she is the first widely published Chicana 

to openly discuss her lesbian sexuality vis-a-vis Chicano 

cultural nationalism, but because she also painstakingly 

assesses the politics of her subjectivity as a white-

skinned Chicana who never felt there was a place for her in 

el movimiento. What sets Moraga apart from her Chicana 

feminist predecessors even further is her argument in Loving 

in the War Years that feminists of color and white feminists 

lack a true commitment to dialogue. She asserts that 

Chicana feminists in particular will continue to reject 

white feminism unless white women confront their classism 
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and ethnocentrism. Furthermore, Moraga daringly asserts 

that Chicanas and other feminists of color must confront the 

reality of their own classisms and ethnocentrisms. 

Moraga's critical attention to the subjects of racial 

hybridity, whiteness, and class stems from her personal 

experiences growing up as the working-class daughter of a 

Mexican mother and Anglo father in Southern California 

during a period of heightened Chicano political activity. 

Her critical attention to sexual self-determination stems 

from her personal experiences as a Chicana lesbian in a 

homophobic culture. Born in 1952 in Whittier, California, 

Moraga spent most of her childhood in the city of San 

Gabriel among her extended family. She attributes a love of 

storytelling to her mother and aunts and her love of the 

theater to her paternal grandmother (Ward 379). Despite her 

attachment to stories, Moraga insists that she did not read 

much while in high school. It wasn't until she began 

attending college in Hollywood, California in the late 1960s 

that she began reading extensively and writing short stories 

and love poems (Moraga, "Interview with Umpierre" 54). 

Moraga began her writing tentatively at first because 

of a deeply ingrained belief that women, and especially 

Chicanas, could not be professional writers. Unfortunately 

Moraga's initial writing efforts were discouraged by some 

white feminists in the Los Angeles area who charged that she 

wasn't well read enough or that it wasn't appropriate to 
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write a love poem to a woman (Moraga, "Interview with 

Umpierre" 61). 

Frustrated and xinemployed, Moraga made a daring moved 

to San Francisco in the mid-1970s. She spent her first year 

there devoting herself to writing and "reading all white 

literature," including the work of noted lesbian author 

Adrienne Rich (Moraga, "Interview with Umpierre" 61). She 

enrolled in the Master of Arts program at San Francisco 

State University and by 1979, met Gloria Anzaldua, a fellow 

member of the Feminist Writers' Guild, who asked for 

Moraga*s help editing This Bridge Called My Back: Writings 

by Radical Women of Color, a collection of prose and poetry 

which went on to win an American Book Award (Anzaldua, Women 

Writers 33). In the early 1980s, Moraga lived in the 

northeastern states of Massachussetts, New Hampshire, and 

New York where she participated as a playwright in various 

art collectives. She co-fovinded Kitchen Table: Women of 

Color Press where she edited and published the first 

collection of short stories by Latinas entitled Cuentos: 

Stories By Latinas with Alma Gomez in 1973 (Ward 379-80); 

Loving in the War Years was published the same year. She 

returned to California in 1986 to lecture in creative 

writing and Chicano theater at UC Berkeley and stayed there 

until 1991 (Ward 380). After numerous regional productions 

and separate publications, her collected plays Giving Up the 

Ghost: Teatro in Two Acts, Shadow of a Man, and Heroes and 
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Saints were published in 1990. Although Moraga enjoys a 

successful career as a playwright, she is most often noted 

for her contributions to Chicana feminist discourse. 

Critics praise Moraga's Loving in the War Years for 

pushing the limits of Chicana and lesbian feminist writing. 

Alvina Quintana credits Moraga for her "continual 

juxtaposing of poetry and prose [which] coerces readers to 

do the obscene, to engage in synchronous feeling and 

thinking, to blend the emotional and analytical" (Home Girls 

118). Yvonne Yarbro-Bejarano argues that Moraga "enacts an 

impossible scenario" by "giv[ing] voice and visibility to 

that which has been erased and silenced" and by "open[ing] 

up a space in her writing for a subjectivity that is shaped 

across and through a multiplicity of discourses in relation 

to the unified female subject of much white feminist theory" 

("De-constructing" 143). Nancy Saporta Sternbach maintains 

that Moraga "uses the act of writing as a process of 

concientizacion in order to claim her Chicanismo" (51) and 

Leslie Bow asserts that when Moraga "writes that lesbianism 

first brought her to her writing in the form of love poems 

to women, she affects a subversion of the feminine 

prohibition to writing--'woman writer' as metonymically 

illogical--and draws a connection between the textual body 

and the corporeal body" (8). 

Moraga composed "La Gviera," in 1979 for the anthology 

This Bridge Called My Back. In this prose-poem, which was 
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reprinted in Loving in the War Years in 1983, Horaga 

analyzes how her personal, and often painful, experiences as 

a light-skinned Chicana led to the formation of her radical 

racial and sexual politics. "I was born into this world 

with complications," she asserts (ii). Moraga's narrative 

rehearses key aspects of the "official narrative" of the 

conquest of Mexico and its aftermath. Throughout Loving in 

the War Years, Moraga's story of her parents emerges as an 

allegory of the racial, cultural, and sexual politics of the 

conquest of Mexico. In her introduction, she repeatedly 

associates her mother with "passion," "family," and 

"culture," and sets her in opposition to her virtually 

culture-less, passion-less, and color-less Anglo father.^ 

In this narrative, therefore, Moraga's mother symbolically 

represents indigenous woman, her father the European 

invader, and Moraga herself the mixed-blood offspring of an 

interracial and intercultural union. As the mestiza child 

of colonizer and colonized, she struggles to maintain her 

allegiance to a Mexican Indian heritage that her white skin 

betrays. Moraga came of age during a period of Chicano and 

Chicana activism when cultural nationalists insisted that 

dark skin and "Indian" features marked Chicano/a racial 

authenticity. Moraga's physical appearance as a "giiera," or 

"white-skinned" woman excluded her from the idealized Aztec 

Nation. Furthermore, her status as a lesbian, another 

signifier of her whiteness in the eyes of Chicano cultural 
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nationalists, left her ostracized from the intensely-

homophobic movimiento. 

Echoing Luis Valdez's movimiexito-period racialized 

discourse, Moraga's inscriptions of her parents underscore 

conflicts that have historically existed between people of 

Mexican descent and the dominant white culture. However, 

Moraga's personal experience, as she describes it, is far 

different from most of her Chicano cultural nationalist and 

Chicana feminist counterparts, for Moraga's white skin gave 

her access to several socio-cul tural privileges that Chicano 

and Chicana activists explicitly rejected in their public 

discourse. But for Moraga, these privileges came at a high 

price. Writing in the first-person, she describes her 

feelings toward learning how her culture placed a value on 

skin color: 

I was educated, and wore it with a keen sense of 
pride and satisfaction, my head propped up with the 
knowledge, from my mother, that my life would be easier 
than hers. I was educated; but more than this, I was 
'la giiera'--fair-skinned. Born with the features of my 
Chicana mother, but the skin of my Anglo father, I had 
it made. [. . •] I knew that being light was something 
valued in my family (who were all Chicano, with the 
exception of my father). In fact, everything about my 
upbringing (at least what occurred on a conscious 
level) attempted to bleach me of what color I did have. 

[ ] 

It was through my mother's desire to protect her 
children from poverty and illiteracy that we became 
'anglocized'; the more effectively we could pass in the 
white world, the better guaranteed our future. [. . . ] 
[The] stories my mother told me crept under my "guera" 
skin. I had no choice but to enter into the life of my 
mother. I had no choice. I took her life into my 
heart, but managed to keep a lid on it as long as I 
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feigned being the happy, upwardly mobile heterosexual. 
(51-2) (her emphasis) 

With the repeated references to the color of her skin, 

Moraga's emphasis on the political exchange value of white 

flesh is unmistakable. Her skin was a crisp, blank page on 

which her mother could construct a narrative of privilege. 

"I was educated," she repeats twice. An education seemed to 

underscore the advantages of being giiera in an racist 

society. But to the majority of Chicanos and Chicanas of 

the movimiento period, Moraga's pale skin narrated a history 

of betrayal, rape, and colonialism. In 1992, cultural 

critic bell hooks argued that "in a white supremacist 

context 'loving blackness' is rarely a political stance that 

is reflected in everyday life. When present it is deemed 

suspect, dangerous, and threatening" (10). This argument 

could also apply to Moraga's experience, for in her poignant 

confession, she exposes how internalized racism divides 

Chicano and Chicana culture. As a dark-skinned Mexican 

American woman, her mother learned that her life, and 

literally her dark body, was an object of hate in this 

country. To protect her child from violence and suffering, 

Moraga's mother encouraged her half Anglo, giiera daughter to 

assimilate into dominant white society where she believed 

her white skin would offer her a safe passage into 

educational privilege and economic survival. As a young 

woman who was forced to keep her lesbianism silent, Moraga 
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soon recognized a significant connection between the 

pressure she felt to pass as a heterosexual and the pressure 

her mother imposed upon her to pass as white. Through these 

experiences, Moraga also learned the politics of vendidismo, 

for her mother's strategies of survival, in effect, meant 

"betraying" la raza. While Chicano and Chicana activists of 

this period were looking to la raza for their survival, 

Moraga's whiteness led her to "the enemy." Ironically, 

however, it was her mother's love--a love that encouraged 

her to leave her own family and la familia de la raza—that 

ultimately enabled Moraga's ground-breaking cultural and 

feminist work. 

During el movimiento, Chicano cultural nationalists 

such as Rudolfo "Corky" Gonzales and Enriqueta Longeaux y 

Vasquez defined the family as a primary political space 

that, ideally, provided a model for the larger familia de la 

raza. Away from her family, Moraga gained access to other 

political communities where she developed an awareness of 

herself as a woman with multiple subjectivities.® 

Ultimately rejecting cultural assimilationism and racial and 

sexual passing as "survival" strategies, Moraga passionately 

asserts: 

When I finally lifted the lid to my lesbianism, a 
profound connection with my mother reawakened in me. 
It wasn't until I acknowledged and confronted my own 
lesbianism in the flesh, that my heartfelt 
identification with and empathy for my mother's 
oppression--due to being poor, uneducated, and Chicana-
-was realized. My lesbianism is the avenue through 
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which I have learned the most about silence and 
oppression, and it continues to be the most tactile 
reminder to me that we are not free human beings. (52) 

In this passage, the vividness in Moraga's conflation of the 

concepts of racial and sexual oppression with the phrase 

"lesbianism in the flesh" is profound. Her logic in this 

equation inevitably rests upon her belief that she is 

colonized because of her sexuality as well as her race. In 

this political statement, we can discern the emergence of 

mestiza theory, which--at its most basic level—conflates a 

multitude of oppressions regardless of historical context or 

specificity. Confronted by an ambivalence toward her racial 

allegiance and the intense homophobia arotmd her, it is not 

surprising that Moraga's only apparent option was to 

theorize that her Chicanisma (Chicana identity), an identity 

that she was, at times, forced to keep hidden beneath her 

white skin, was the key to understanding the lesbian 

identity that she also so secretly guarded. 

In developing her mestiza theory, Moraga relies heavily 

upon personal experience to localize the abstract. As a 

giiera lesbian, she is in a unique position to articulate how 

the concept of mestizaje can be used as a liberatory 

political strategy. In her description of the victimization 

of lesbians in the United States, she shows the reader that 

her white skin alone is an unreliable protective shield 

against discrimination and neo-colonial violence: 

What I am saying is that the joys of looking like a 
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white girl ain't so great since I realized I could be 
beaten on the street for being a dyke. If my sister's 
being beaten because she's Black, it's pretty much the 
same principle. We're both getting beaten any way you 
look at it. The connection is blatant; and in the case 
of my own family, the difference in the privileges 
attached to looking white instead of brown are merely a 
generation apart. 

In this country, lesbianism is a poverty—as is being 
brown, as is being a woman, as is being just plain 
poor. The danger lies in ranking the oppression. The 
danger lies in failing to acknowledge the specificity 
of the oppression. The danger lies in attempting to 
deal with oppression purely from a theoretical base. 
Without an emotional, heartfelt grappling with the 
source of our own oppression, without naming the enemy 
within ourselves and outside of us, no authentic, non-
hierarchical connection among oppressed groups can take 
place. (52-3) (her emphasis) 

Moraga's use of parallelism to equate the victimization of 

homosexuals, women, and poor people of color reflects, in 

words and phrases, her own experience as a colonized, giiera 

lesbian. She is a woman whose multiple identities bleed 

into each other, denying her privilege, she contends, at 

every turn. In using her personal experience as a bridge to 

her theory--literally, as Yarbro-Bejarano has noted, 

theorizing through her skin--Moraga accomplishes two goals. 

She first exposes the politics of exclusion that 

characterized el movimiento, including the politics of its 

Chicana loyalist supporters. Second, she offers the concept 

of mestizaje, particularly her interpretation of its 

apparent lack of concrete racial, cultural, sexual, and it 

would appear, historical boxindaries, as a basis for an anti-

heirarchical Chicana feminist, or liberatory mestxza theory. 

Moraga strongly warns her readers of the dangers of 
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misreading what she is proposing. She provides three clear 

warnings: first, she warns against ranking different 

oppressions because, she argues throughout Loving in the Vfar 

Years, that this type of politics minimizes any attempts to 

establish alliances with other U.S. ethnic and Third World 

peoples. Second, her warning against failures to recognize 

"specificity" of oppressions also appears directed to anyone 

who may be compelled to organize Moraga's brand of Chicana 

feminism under a universalizing rubric of "women's 

oppression." Finally, Moraga warns against the tendency of 

abstract theory to decontextualize the very real Chicana 

experiences of racism, classism, sexism, and heterosexism. 

A more appropriate option for theorizing Chicana identity, 

she would argue, is the hybrid genre of mestiza discourse. 

Despite Moraga's warnings, it is important to note that 

in the above passage, she does not qualify '*1esbianism" as 

"lesbians of color." From her perpective, all lesbians, 

regardless of race, are cast out by those in power at the 

same rate. In essence, Moraga is speaking here from her 

experience of passing as a "white woman" and this is what 

sets her argument apart from Chicano cultural nationalists 

as well as the majority of Chicana indigenista feminists who 

came before her. Moraga is clearly suggesting that any 

oppressed person can cultivate a "mestiza consciousness" by 

recognizing that anyone can embody characteristics of the 

colonizer and the colonized. Moraga's theoretical grappling 



202 

with these two historically and culturally constructed 

racial categories marks a huge transition from the previous 

generation of Chicana indigenista feminists. As I discussed 

in earlier chapters, Chicana feminists such as Longeaux y 

Vasguez, Martinez, Del Castillo, and Moreno went to extremes 

to distinguish themselves from white feminists as well as 

from lesbians. But Moraga contends that although her 

whiteness failed to protect her from violence, it did enable 

her to see through the eyes of the oppressor, which is a 

perspective that most Chicano cultural nationalists and 

Chicana feminists of the previous decade were unable, or 

unwilling to engage. In her refusal to rank the 

oppressions, Moraga explicitly problematizes the Chicano 

cultural nationalist inscriptions of Chicanos and Chicanas 

as a colonized indigenous nation by recognizing how she, as 

a racially hybrid woman, embodies the interdependent 

histories of the colonized and the colonizer. Ironically, 

however, in her staunch political identification with the 

race of her mother and in offering her experiences as a 

colonized Chicana as one foundation for her theory, she 

remains unable to avoid reinscribing a hierarchy of 

oppression each time she speaks from the colonized 

Chicana/mestiza subject position. 

Her rejection of racism within the second wave, white 

American feminist movement stems again from her personal 

experience as a half-white, half-Chicana mestiza. Her 
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criticism reveals her attempt to provide white women with a 

theoretical framework that will assist them in 

simultaneously recognizing their own oppression as women as 

well as the many ways that they oppress other women, 

particularly Chicanas. Once again arguing in the first-

person, Moraga asserts: 

I have come to believe that the only reason women of a 
privileged class will dare to look at how it is that 
they oppress, is when they've come to know the meaning 
of their own oppression. And iinderstand that the 
oppression of others hurts them personally. 

The other side of the story is that women of color 
and white working-class women often shrink from 
challenging white middle-class women. It is much 
easier to rank oppressions and set up a hierarchy, 
rather than take responsibility for changing their own 
lives. We have failed to demand that white women, 
particularly those that claim to be speaking for all 
women, be accountable for their racism. 

The dialogue has simply not gone deep enough. (57-8) 
(her emphasis) 

Another difference between Moraga and the Chicana feminists 

who came before her is that she desperately wants to 

initiate a dialogue between women of color and white 

feminists. She wants Chicana feminism to combat racism, 

internalized racism, and classism in ways that Chicano 

cultural nationalism cannot. Moraga's position, in a sense, 

is far more politically "privileged" than previous Chicana 

feminists because of her associations, however brief and 

unfulfilling, with white feminist groups in California. It 

is this "privileged" subject position that allows her to 

raise the stakes of Chicana feminist discourse by enabling 

her to ask different questions. She seeks solutions to 
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Chicana oppression by filtering the point of view of the 

colonizer with her own, and this strategy openly challenges 

the politics of vendidismo. 

In the longest prose-poem included in Loving in the War 

years, "A Long Line of Vendidas" (A Long Line of Traitors) 

(1983), Moraga exposes glaring contradictions in the 

Mexicano and Chicano cultural tradition of vendidismo, or 

ma 1inchismo, a reference to traitorousness, emphasizing the 

figure of la Malinche. Again using her personal experiences 

as a giiera and as a lesbian, Moraga develops a Chicana 

feminist theory that inverts the central premise of 

vendidismo that women signify betrayal and disloyalty to la 

raza. Rather, in Moraga's theoretical framework, the 

Chicana love of and respect for Chicanas in the face of 

intense racism, sexism, heterosexism, and neo-colonialism 

represents the ultimate gesture of Chicana feminist loyalty. 

Moraga believes that the Chicana love of Chicanas represents 

an assertion of loyalty that can heal the psychic wounds of 

oppression; she believes that this feminine bond is 

synonymous with the familial bond of mother and daughter. 

For Moraga herself, this bond is also sexual and the 

framework through which she interprets her lesbianism for 

her readers. Moraga's mestiza theory blurs distinctions 

between race, gender, sexuality, and culture. And, once 

again, anticipating Anzaldua's concept of a mestiza theory 

sin fronteras (without borders), Moraga disrupts the Chicano 
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cultural nationalist definition of la rara by arguing that 

Chicana loyalty to Chicanas can serve as a model for Chicano 

and Chicana solidarity with all U.S. Third World peoples. 

Developing an oppositional Chicana feminist theory 

meant exposing herself to accusations of vendidismo by 

confronting Chicano racism against whites. As a woman who 

was excluded from la familia de la raza because of her 

whiteness, Moraga searched for other ways to express her 

loyalty to Chicano/a culture and to claim her Chicanisma. 

What would finally allow her to claim that a colonized 

Chicana lived beneath her white skin, was the realization 

that, in spite of her whiteness, whites also considered her 

the enemy. Moraga's lesbianism still posed a threat to the 

social construct of womanhood. But for Moraga, accepting 

herself as a vendida or malinchista--by both Chicano and 

white standards--was not an option, for she rejected the 

premise that her gender, sexuality, and skin color marked 

her as a traitor. In her heart, she claims, she is her 

mother's daughter, a Chicana who is loyal to la raza and not 

to the white oppressor in spite of her mestizaje and her 

mestiza politics. 

The tone of "A Long Line of Vendidas" is urgent and the 

content reminiscent of an intimate confession. In a 

flashback about once visiting her mother in a hospital, 

Moraga describes the moment when she first recognized her 

loyalty to her Chicana mother and her suspicion of her Anglo 
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father and giiero brother. These simultaneous political acts 

of loyalty and defiance represent the familial bond and 

separation, which, in essence, symbolize Moraga's 

indigenista assertion of allegiance to her Mexican Indian 

blood and rejection of her Anglo blood. Weaving together 

autobiography, poetry, and political analysis, she writes: 

The pull to identify with the oppressor was never as 
great in me as it was in my brother. For iinlike him, I 
could never have become the white man, only the white 
man's woman. 

[ ] 

I hear my tia say to an older woman--skin and bones. 
An Indian, I think, straight black and grey hair pulled 
back. I hear my tia say, 'Elvira.' 

I don't recognize her. This is not the woman I knew, 
so round and made-up with her hair always a wavy jet 
black! I stay back until she opens her arms to me--
this strange and familiar woman--her voice hoarse. 
'iAy mi'jita! Instinctively, I run into her arms, 
still holding back my insides--'Don't cry. Don't cry.' 
1 remember. 'Whatever you do, no 11 ores. [. . .] I am 
lost in tears, deep long tears that come when you have 
held your breath for centuries. 

c ] 
With this knowledge so deeply emblazoned upon my 

heart, how then was I supposed to turn away from La 
Madre, La Chicana? If I were to build a womanhood on 
this self-evident truth, it is the love of the Chicana, 
the love of myself as a Chicana I had to embrace, no 
white man. Maybe this ultimately was the cutting 
difference between my brother and me. To be a woman 
fully necessitated my claiming the race of my mother. 
My brother's sex was white. Mine, brown. (92-4) (her 
italics) 

Poetic images of the abstract emotion of love and the 

quality of loyalty guide Moraga toward her feminist theory, 

which is grounded in family memory and indigenous history. 
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By identifying her mother as "La Madre" (the Mother), the 

Chicana that she will honor, Moraga reveals similarly, yet 

more intimately than previous Chicana feminist authors, that 

her indigenista feminism originates in the personal realm. 

Moraga idealizes her mother as the female Mexican Indian 

icon in opposition to the colonizing father figure. Within 

her personal and political experience, Chicanas--even white-

skinned Chicanas--are victims of neo-colonialism by the 

white oppressor. In her memory of witnessing her mother's 

physical vulnerability, Moraga's "deep long tears" represent 

a reviving of indigenous woman from the obscure annals of 

the oppressor's historical record. Moraga's love of her 

mother and love of herself form the basis for her theories 

of sexuality and Chicana feminism. For Moraga, love equals 

loyalty, and her loyalty is to women, and it is political, 

racial, and sexual. 

Moraga moves from a specific examination of her life as 

a colonized Chicana to a broader reexamination of the 

colonization of Mexico, an historic event that, for most 

Mexicanos and Chicanos, hinges upon the actions of the 

symbolic indigenous mother of la raza: Malintzin Tenepal, or 

la Malinche. Very similar to Adelaida Del Castillo, who 

refashions la Malinche as a feminist prototype, Moraga reads 

this indigenous icon as a woman betrayed, not as a traitor: 

Upon her shoulders rests the full blame for the 
'bastardization' of the indigenous people of Mexico. 
To put it in its most base terms: Malintzin, also 
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called Malinche, fucked the white man who conquered the 
Indian peoples of Mexico and destroyed their culture. 
Ever since, brown men have been accusing her of 
betraying her race, and over the centuries continue to 
blame her entire sex for this 'transgression.' (99-
100) 

C ] 

As with so many of our mothers, my mother's 
relationship with white men made survival for her and 
her family possible. (103-4) 

Moraga supports Del Castillo's reading of la Malinche's as a 

Chicana feminist prototype. She describes the icon as all 

at once a "translator," a "strategic advisor," and 

"mistress" to Cortes, which implies the indigenous woman had 

both political and sexual agency. Much like Dorinda Moreno, 

Moraga suggests that Chicana sexual and political power was 

first suppressed by Spanish colonialism and then by Mexicano 

and Chicano males. Proclaiming her loyalty to her birth 

mother as well as to her symbolic mother la Malinche, Moraga 

reverses the male-authored, "official narrative" of Mexican 

history, which inscribes indigenous women as traitors. With 

an emphasis upon the word "legacy," Moraga argues that 

Chicanas have unfairly inherited the socially constructed 

role of traitor/transgressor. She calls for a Chicana 

feminism that is based upon a reversal of the historical 

charge that Chicanas, by way of their indigenous ancestor la 

Malinche, signify racial impurity and cultural 

contamination. Moraga replicates Chicano cultural 

nationalist effort to negate white supremacist arguments 

that the dark races are genetically impure and socially 
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inferior. However, her arguments against racism and sexism 

are directed here to Chicanas who remain loyal to the male 

dominated Chicano nationalist faction of el movimiento. 

Hence, Moraga further suggests, as did Del Castillo, that 

Mexicano and Chicano cultural nationalists are the actual 

traitors to la familia de la raza for ultimately failing to 

remain loyal to their symbolic indigenous mother. This is 

an attitude that she implies is emblematized by the failure 

of Chicanos to build a lasting nationalist movement based 

upon the strength of their racial and cultural mestizaje. 

"Chicanos' refusal to look at our weaknesses as a people and 

a movement is, in the most profound sense," she argues "an 

act of self-betrayal" (112). 

7 
Moraga defiantly reclaims vendidismo and defines la 

Maliche's symbolic conception of the mestizo race as a 

legacy of Chicana sexual and political power. Describing 

the effect of vendidismo upon her family and the way she 

aims to reverse this negative tradition, Moraga writes: 

My mother then is the modern-day Chicana, Malinche 
marrying a white man, my father, to produce the 
bastards my sister, my brother, and I are. Finally, I-
-a half-breed Chicana--further betray my race by 
choosing my sexuality which excludes all men, and 
therefore most dangerously, Chicano men. 

I come from a long line of Vendidas. 

I am a Chicana lesbian. My own particular 
relationship to being a sexual person; and a radical 
stand in direct contradiction to, and in violation of, 
the women [sic] I was raised to be. (117) 

What Moraga courageously implies in this passage is that not 
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only are Chicanos potential traitors to la raza, but that 

can be, in fact, politically and sexually powerless over 

self-determined Chicanas. There is a tone of pride in this 

passage. Her declarative sentences "I come from a long line 

of Vendidas" and "I am a Chicana lesbian" echo the cultural 

nationalist affirmations of Gonzales's epic poem "I Am 

Joaquin" and clearly indicate her oppositional stance by 

announcing unequivocally that she is capable of defining the 

process of her own self-determination. 

According to Moraga, in order for Chicana feminists to 

build a base for assertions of their political power, they 

will need to establish allegiances with other ethnic 

movements. A significant political strategy that Moraga 

employs is the feminist reconceptialization of la familia de 

la raza. On the surface, her strategy of claiming that 

Chicanos/as have suffered genocide and colonization as U.S. 

Third World peoples has its origins in el movimiento period 

and, especially, in the work of such U.S. Third World 

activists and Chicana feminists as Elizabeth Martinez and 

Enriqueta Longeaux y Vdsquez. Moraga's argument pivots 

around the conflation of the diverse socio-political 

concepts of "Third World," "familia," and "la raza." 

Inevitably, however, Moraga's strategy of deconstructing 

heirarchies of oppression is weakened when she moves her 

argument from the specific to the general: 

Unlike most white people, with the exception of the 
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Jews, Third World people have suffered the threat of 
genocide to our races since the coining of the first 
European expansionists. The family, then, becomes all 
the more ardently protected by oppressed peoples, and 
the sanctity of this institution is infused like blood 
into the veins of the Chicano. At all costs, la 
familia must be preserved: for when they kill our boys 
in their own imperialist wars to gain greater profits 
for American corporations; when they keep us in 
ghettos, reservations, and barrios which ensure that 
our own people will be the recipients of our frustrated 
acts of violence; when they sterilize our women without 
our consent because we are unable to read the document 
we sign; when they prevent our families from getting 
decent housing, adequate child care, sufficient fuel, 
regular medical care; then we have reason to believe--
although they may no longer technically be lynching us 
in Texas or our sisters and brothers in Georgia, 
Alabama, Mississippi--they intend to see us dead. (110) 

While it may appear throughout most of Loving in the War 

Years that Moraga's criticism of Chicano males signals her 

intent to exclude them from benefitting from mestiza theory, 

this is not the case. Moraga insists that her feminist 

agenda does not advocate exchanging one heirarchy for 

another. Rather, as this passage shows, the litany of 

phrases that begin with "we," "us," and "our" refer to all 

people of color, both men and women. Moraga's series of 

clauses creates a list of the colonizer's crimes against the 

colonized. These colonial crimes are not distinguised by 

history or geography or by racial or class politics. 

Therefore, Moraga decontextualizes distinct colonialisms 

from their historical and geographical specificity. As 

Chela Sandoval points out in her explanation of the 

political tactics of U.S. Third World feminism, it is an 

ahistorical generalization to claim that all U.S. women of 
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color and Third World women suffer the same type of 

oppression or are colonized in the same way ("Mestizaje" 

352). Yet, in this passage, "Third World," becomes 

synonymous with "Chicana," and with "mestiza," which 

distorts specific colonial histories of each oppressed 

group. As a Chicana feminist who is strongly influenced by 

Third World activist discourse, Moraga is almost forced to 

convince her readers that women of color, gays and lesbians 

are more oppressed than men of color, white men, and white 

women despite her repeated warnings against creating 

heirarchies of oppression. In effect, Moraga's rhetorical 

strategy is simply another version of the "them" (white 

colonizer) vs. "us" (indigenous colonized) strategy of 

Chicano cultural nationalist discourse. Still, vinlike 

Chicano cultural nationalist and Third World activist 

discourses of the 1970s, Moraga takes the politics to a new 

level by expanding the "us" to include previously 

marginalized gays and lesbians. 

Indigenista feminism finally, in Moraga's view, calls 

for the the colonized mestiza to maintain loyal to the 

memory of her pre-conquest indigenous female ancestors and 

to their Chicana descendants: 

The right to passion expressed in our own cultural 
tongue and movements is what this essay seems, finally, 
to be about. I would not be trying to develop some 
kind of Chicana feminist theory if I did not have 
strong convictions, urgent hunches, and deep racial 
memory that the Chicana could not betray a sister, a 
daughter, a companera in the service of the man and his 
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institutions if somewhere in the chain of historical 
events and generations, she were allowed to love 
herself as both female and mestiza. (136) (her italics) 

Indigenous memory, it would seem, is genetically encoded in 

the flesh and blood and can be accessed at the moment of 

one's conscious identification with Chicana politics. 

Moraga deserves praise for the inventiveness of her 

argument; however, we must acknowledge that she, too, 

perpetuates essentialized interpretations of colonialism and 

mestizaje through her poetic reinventions of indigenous 

history in Loving in the War years. Even still, Moraga*s 

subversion of the tradition of vendidismo, her introduction 

of mestiza thought into Chicana feminist discourse, and her 

attempts to carve out a space for the negotiation of Chicana 

identity and sexual politics marks her as significant 

transitional figure. 

The Aztec Nation and the New Mestiza 

You insult me 
When you say I'm 
Schizophrenic. 
My divisions are 
Infinite. 

—Bernice Zamora, "So Not To Be Mottled," Restless 
Serpents (1974). 

In dociimenting the history of Chicana feminist 

discourse that emerged during the late 1960s and that 

continued to develop in the 1970s, I have redirected 

critical attention to the groiuid-breaking work of feminists 

such as Enrigueta Longeaux y V^squez, Elizabeth Martinez, 
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Adelaida Del Castillo, Dorinda Moreno, Cherrie Moraga and 

others. In any study of Chicana feminism, particularly the 

school of thought that promotes theories of gender and 

sexuality that are derived from Chicano cultural nationalist 

appropriations of ultra-nationalist Mexican indigenismo, it 

is crucial to acknowledge the Chicana feminists who 

pioneered the discursive practice of Chicana indigenista 

feminism. Chicana feminist theory today continues to 

exhibit the type of diversity that is characteristic of the 

culture. For example. Chela Sandoval has made valuable 

contributions to U.S. Third World feminist discourse. Norma 

Alarcon is a leading Chicana feminist post-structuralist, 

and Rosaura Sanchez's analyses of Chicana literature and 

culture from a materialist feminist perspective consistently 

challenge us. Yet, Gloria Anzaldua's Borderlands/La 

Frontera; The New Mestiza is the theoretical text that 

academia has canonized in the 1990s as representative of 

Chicana feminism. 

Academics teach from and widely cite Anzaldua's work in 

large part because, until very recently, few Chicanas had 

published collections of non-fiction or feminist theory. 

Given that the majority of Chicana feminist writing prior to 

1980 was scattered in countless bound periodicals and 

microfilm reels, it seems inevitable that the convenient 

availability of Borderlands would set the stage for 

Anzaldua's voice to emerge as the one that academics would 
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rely upon to fill the gaps in their knowledge of Chicana 

history. Anzaldua has argued that she writes from personal 

experience and does not presume to speak for other Chicanas. 

The celebrity imposed upon her by academics, however, has 

far too often muted the voices of Chicana feminists whose 

work paved the way for Borderlands. Privileging Anzaldua as 

an academic icon encourages analyses of Chicano/a history 

and identity that are derived from a very limited 

perspective. In fairness to academics, however, it may be 

more likely that the self-consciously hybrid narrative style 

of Borderlands, which poses a challenge to discourses of 

domination, helps make Anzaldiia a provocative figure. 

Anzaldua today is a full-time writer who lectures 

nationally and internationally, but she was born in the 

early 1940s near the Rio Grande Valley of South Texas--a 

geographic location that has a long history of intense 

racism against Mexicans and Chicanos (Anzaldua, 

0 

"Conversations" 38; Ramos 19). Her parents were 

sharecroppers and campesinos, and up until she graduated 

from college, Anzaldua spent summers and weekends working in 

the fields (Ramos 19). She attended public school and spoke 

only Spanish until age nine (Anzaldtia, "Interview with 

Perry" 23). Despite the language barriers she faced, 

Anzaldua was an exceptionally bright and artistic student. 

By the time she entered high school, she was placed in 

"accelerated classes," which were filled with predominantly 
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Anglo students (Anzaldua, "Writing, Politics" 123). While 

in these classes, she gravitated toward the English language 

and literature (Anzaldua, "Interview with Perry" 23). 

Though Anzaldua's presence in advanced subject courses may 

suggest that she enjoyed certain intellectual privileges 

that others from her background did not, she argues the 

contrary. Her feelings of being an outsider, of being 

different—topics that permeate Borderlands—were profotind 

from the time she was a young girl. From her family's 

perspective, "words and literature were a luxury that only 

middle- and upper-class people could afford," she says 

(Anzaldua, "Interview with Perry" 28-9). 

Although Anzaldua's sense of being an outsider 

persisted, it did not prevent her from going on to college 

to study English and secondary education at Pan American 

University in Austin, Texas, where she received a Bachelor 

of Arts degree in 1969. She received a Master of Arts 

degree in English from the University of Texas at Austin in 

1972 despite the discouragement that she encountered from 

her instructors (Anzaldua, "Interview with Perry" 33; Ramos 

19). Her experiences as a bilingual child of campesino 

origins helped prepare her for teaching migrant and non-

English-speaking children during her undergraduate and 

graduate years and for teaching Chicano studies and creative 

writing at colleges in Texas, Vermont, and California (Ramos 

19). Her experiences also prepared her for a career as a 
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Chicana poet and intellectual and paved the way for her 

theory of mestiza consciousness. 

In the mid-1970s, Anzaldua moved to the San Francisco 

Bay area where she became a member of the Feminist Writer's 

Guild along with other notable feminist authors such as 

Susan Griffin, science-fiction writer Elizabeth Lynn, and 

Cherrie Moraga. She was also a member of the radical Women 

Writers' Union with Asian American feminist authors Nellie 

Wong and Merle Woo (Anzaldua, "Interview with Perry" 33). 

Through her writing and political activism, Anzaldua 

established several significant connections to both white 

feminists and women of color, but she continued to 

experience racism and classism from many of the white women 

who participated in these political groups and in other 

writing workshops througout the California region (Anzaldua, 

"Interview with Perry" 33-5). 

The weariness that Anzaldua felt from these negative 

experiences inspired her in the late 1970s to begin 

compiling essays and poetry by women of color. She enlisted 

Moraga's editorial assistance on a manuscript, which evolved 

into This Bridge Called My Back (1981)--a ground-breaking 

collection of feminist essays that is listed by the Lambda 

Book Report; A Contemporary Review of Gay and Lesbian 

Literature as one of the "top banner books of the 1980s" 

(Ward 382). When it came time to publish Borderlands, the 

Chicano/a presses that Anzaldtia approached refused to 
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publish her, she suspects, because of her lesbianism, so she 

elected to work with Spinsters/Aunt Lute, a progressive 

feminist small press located in San Francisco (Anzaldua, 

"Interview with Perry" 37). 

As a text that weaves together a variety of discourses. 

Borderlands defies easy categorization. Anzaldua resists 

assigning the text to dominant discursive categories because 

she believes that confining the narrative to a single genre 

would limit the reader's ability to engage with its complex 

subject. Rather, she invites readers to accept the textual 

ambiguity in Borderlands as metonymic of Chicano and Chicana 

Q 
mestizaje and to recognize the narrative as a legitimate 

discursive space from which to garner a theory of Chicana 

identity 

Many critics of Anzaldua's work consistently 

acknowledge the significance of her contributions to 

feminist discourse in general. For example, Diane L. 

Fowlkes maintains that Anzaldua's work reminds us that 

"feminist identity politics has an ethical component that 

gives reason for speaking with and to others, on the way to 

engaging with them in coalition politics" (120). Chicano 

literary critics in particular praise Anzaldua for producing 

one of "the first sustained models of radical Chicana 

feminist theories" (J.D. Saldlvar 143) and for her "creative 

and critical revitalization of Chicano/a literature" 

(Calderon, "Texas Border" 22). Alvina Quintana argues that 
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Anzaldua "probleinatize[s3 conventional literary fonn[s]" and 

"challenge[s] a politics of female domination that is 

perpetuated by so called 'traditional' interpretations of 

culture and history" ("Beyond the Anti-Aesthetic" 246). In 

her comparative analysis of Anzaldua and the french feminist 

Helene Cixous, AnaLouise Keating asserts that Anzaldua 

"invents [. . .] mestizaje ecriture, nonsymmetrical 

oppositional writing tactics that simultaneously 

deconstruct, reassemble, and transcend phallocentric 

categories of thought" (Women Reading 122). Norma Alarcon 

credits Anzaldua for writing a text that "destabalizes our 

reading practices" ("Anzaldua's Prontera 51). Similarly, 

Walter D. Mignolo contends that "to read Borderlands is to 

read three languages and three literatures concurrently, 

which is, at the same time, a new way of languaging" (189). 

Although Anzaldua does have her harsher critics, most 

are reluctant to explicitly challenge the ideological 

underpinnings of borderlands theory or the historiographic 

methods that she relies upon. In a thought-provoking 

critique of the book, Scott Michaelson and David E. Johnson, 

editors of Border Theory: The Limits of Cultural Politics 

(1997), argue that in Borderlands 

tensions between tendencies toward universal ism and 
localism are not sufficiently marked. [. . .] [Mexican 
American] writing is both unique and serves as a kind 
of final destination for all world writing. This is 
the same kind of double gesture, from reverse 
perspective, of the cultural history of the West [. . 
.] and this tension or contradiction is one of the 
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crucial markers of colonialist thought. (12-13) 

Michael son and Johnson raise a valid point. The context for 

their reading of Borderlands is to examine the politics of 

exclusion that they perceive embedded in borderlands 

discourse as it has been practiced primarily by scholars of 

Chicano/a studies and Chicano/a literature throughout the 

Southwest (Michaelson and Johnson 16). Although they 

acknowledge that borderlands discourse emerged from an 

historically and geographically specific location--the U.S.

Mexico border--the editors claim that their book 

rethinks the place of the border in border studies. [. 
. .] [and] challenge[s] the current dream of prevailing 
border discourses that the so-called borderlands are 
the site of a new cultural production, a new mestizaje 
[. . .] fundamentally more tolerant than other cultural 
paradigms. (28) 

Michaelson's and Johnson's analysis of the politics of 

exclusivity embedded in Borderlands is compelling and 

definitely worth contemplating. In fact, it is reminiscent 

of early 1970*s American Indian activist publicized 

suspicions about the colonialist gesture of a Chicano 

cultural nationalist reclamation of Aztlan. Michaelson's 

and Johnson's reading of Borderlands is ultimately 

problematic, however. In their introduction, the editors 

elide one of the most crucial aspects of Anzaldua's book: 

the fact that one of its anchors is the subject of Chicana 

self-determination through the recuperation of mestiza 

consciousness. The question of Chicano/a self-determination 
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isn't taken up at length until the reader comes across the 

essay in the Michaelson and Johnson collection by Benjamin 

Alire Sienz entitled "In the Borderlands of Chicano 

Identity, There Are Only Fragments." The editors' 

marginalization of the significance of Chicana self-

determination in Borderlands not only seriously undermines 

their argument, but it comes dangerously close to 

replicating the type of politics of exclusion that they 

perceive in border theory and that they presume to critique. 

In the late 1990s, at least two Chicana feminist 

scholars have strongly criticized misappropriations of 

mestiza theory that dangerously disassociate it from a 

specific context of Chicana history and politics. In her 

essay "Mestizaje as Method: Feminists-of-Color Challenge the 

Canon" (1998), Chela Sandoval outlines the links that bring 

together mestiza feminism and U.S. Third World feminism. 

Mindful of the ethical responsibilities that she argues 

transnational practices of mestiza and U.S. Third World 

feminism have always assumed, Sandoval warns that a 

differential movement through, over, and within any 
dominant system of resistance, identity, race, gender, 
sex, class, or national meanings [. . .] [necessitates 
that an] ethical commitment to egalitarian social 
relations enter into the everyday, political sphere of 
culture. (360) 

Yvonne Yarbro-Bejarano is perhaps Anzaldua's strongest 

defender. In "Gloria Anzaldua's Borderlands/La Frontera: 

Cultural Studies, 'Difference,' and the Non-Unitary Subject" 
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(1994) Yarbro-Bejarano provides literary and cultural 

critics with a model for reading Anzaldiia's text. She 

emphatically warns that: 

two of the potentially problematic areas in the 
reception of Borderlands are the isolation of this text 
from its conceptual community and the pitfalls of 
xmiversalizing the theory of the mestiza or border 
consciousness, which the text painstakingly grounds in 
specific historical and cultural experiences. (7) 

What is striking about Yarbro-Bejarano's essay is that while 

she provides a lengthy and impressive close-reading of each 

essay in Borderlands--an exercise that is clearly designed 

to put an end to irresponsible critical practices with 

regard to the historical specificity in Anzaldua's text--

she devotes an excessive amount of space to debunking 

critics of Anzaldua who accuse her of being essentialist and 

ahistoricist. Rather, she insists that Anzaldua's tactics 

are strategically essentialist. She goes on to argue that 

in regard to "Anzaldua's free handling of pre-Coliambian 

history [,] [. . .] the text's investment is less in 

historical accuracy than in [an] imaginative appropriation 

and redefinition" of Chicana identity and sexual politics 

(Yarbro-Bejarano, "Gloria Anzaldua's" 13-15). While I would 

not entirely disagree that we can read Anzaldua as 

strategically essentialist, the point that I would like to 

raise here first about Sandoval's implicit recuperation of 

Anzaldua's call for ethical theoretical practices and second 

about Yarbro-Bejarano's explicit defense of Anzaldua's 
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inattention to historical specificity and essentialist 

tactics is this: Anzaldua simply does not state 

painstakingly enough in Borderlands that her methods for 

developing mestiza theory were specifically informed by a 

theory of strategic essential ism.Borderlands is a 

complex, hybrid, multi-layered text that is anchored in 

Chicano and Chicana history. It is a text that is informed 

by the discourse of Chicano cultural nationalism as well as 

the discourse of ultra-nationalist Mexican indigenismo— 

each which is an ideology that is characterized by the 

selective and idealistic rehistoricization of Mesoamerican 

culture for exclusive political purposes. It is crucial 

that readers understand these discourses as a subtext to the 

alternative history that Anzaldua presents in Borderlands.^ 

Anzaldua is very aware that her work has been 

appropriated and tokenized (Anzaldua, "Interview with Perry" 

31). One explanation that she offers for this academic 

phenomenon is that her feminist politics are constantly 

evolving and that her representations of spirituality in 

Borderlands may have reflected essentialist thinking at the 

time. However, she insists that she did not intend the book 

to be so easily assimilable (Anzaldua, "Writing, Politics" 

114, 121; Anzaldua, "Interview with Perry" 24).^^ 

In the second collection of essays edited by Anzaldua, 

Making Face, Making Soul/Haciendo Caras: Creative and 

Critical Perspectives by Romen of Color (1990), she warns 
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the reader much more explicitly than she does in Borderlands 

that the experiences of Chicanas and mestizas should neither 

be used as a bridge to promote a universal cause for women 

nor should they be erased or rewritten to fit into neat 

political or social categories. Sounding very much like 

Moraga in Loving in the War Years, Anzaldua insists that: 

often whitefeminists want to minimize racial difference 
by taking comfort in the fact that we are all women 
and/or lesbians and suffer similar sexual-gender 
oppressions. [. . .] Yet in their attempt to highlight 
similarities, they create or accentuate 'other' 
differences such as class. These unacknowledged or 
unarticulated differences further widen the gap between 
white and colored. In the act of pinpointing and 
dissecting racial, class or sex 'differences' of women-
of-color, whitewomen not only objectify these 
differences, but also change those differences with 
their own white, racialized, scrutinizing and 
alienating gaze, (xxi) 

Without question, Anzaldua's oppositional discourse is a 

welcome challenge to discourses of domination. But the fact 

remains that granting Borderlands the privilege of occupying 

its own discursive space beyond the scrutiny of historical 

analysis and, in effect, implying that Anzaldua's literary 

interpretations of pre-conquest Mexican Indian culture are 

above reproach, is a reactionary critical move that harkens 

back to the type of exclusionary Chicano cultural 

nationalist politics that l^zaldua warns her readers 

against. Rather, a more effective critical approach to 

reading Borderlands would encompass the same inclusive 

hybridity and interdisciplinarity that one finds in its 

narrative. As Quintana suggests, given Anzaldua's non-
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traditional discursive style, "we might question whether it 

is possible to evaluate oppositional aesthetic practices 

with 'standard' methods of interpretation" (Beyond the Anti-

Aesthetic 251). 

Borderlands consists of seven "essays" in which 

Anzaldua redefines the discursive boundaries of 

autobiography, poetry, historiography as well as those of 

the testimonio, diary, philosophical treatise, political 

manifesto, and cultural critique. In the first essay, "The 

Homeland, Aztlan/el otro Mexico," Anzaldua analyzes two 

historic events affecting Mexicanos and Chicanos: the 16th-

century Spanish conquest of Mexico-Tenochtit1 an and the 

19th-century American conquest of Mexico's northern 

territory, a geographical space that in 1969 Chicano 

cultural nationalists spiritually reclaimed as Aztlan, or 

the Chicano homeland. Each of these conquests subsequently 

led to the construction of what Anzaldua calls an "unnatural 

boundary" in the landscape, or the border between the United 

States and Mexico. In language that rehearses two of the 

primary ideological tenets of Chicano cultural nationalism, 

Anzaldua asserts that although the U.S.-Mexico border 

legally separates Chicanos from Mexicanos, they are a 

culture \inited by the Mexican Indian myth of their homeland 

Aztlan and also by a shared history of indigenous resistance 

to colonialism. 

Anzaldua begins her essay with three epigraphs. The 
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first is taken from a song by a Texas conjunto band 

(ensemble), the second from a revisionist history of the 

Aztecs by American Indian scholar Jack D. Forbes, and the 

third is one of her own untitled poems about the U.S.-Mexico 

border. She writes predominantly in English, but she also 

writes in Spanish. She does not always translate the 

Spanish for her non-Spanish speaking readers because she 

wants them to experience what it is like to have a foreign 

language imposed upon them (Anzaldua, "Interview with Perry" 

22; Anzaldua, "Surpassing"). The central image in each 

epigraph is of a mestizo nation that, recalling the words of 

"El Plan Espiritual de Aztlan," "pays no attention to 

capricious frontiers"^^ that are defined by the colonizers. 

In Anzaldua's epigraphic poem that leads the reader 

into the essay, the U.S.-Mexico border symbolizes an open 

wound upon the homeland Aztlan as well as upon her speaker's 

body. The speaker becomes one with the landscape as the 

border becomes a: 

1,950 mile-long open wound 
dividing a pueblo, a culture, 
running down the length of my body, 
staking fence rods in my flesh, 
splits me splits me 

me raja me raja 

This is my home 
this thin edge of 

barbwire. (2-3) (her italics) 

Anzaldua's choice of the italicized word "pueblo" is 

significant and embodies multiple meanings. In Spanish, 
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"pueblo" can mean either "village," "nation," or "the common 

people." Describing Mexico-Tenochtitl4n as a pueblo 

nostalgically transforms the vast ancient city into a 

communal village in the minds of the bilingual reader. But 

the description is also undeniably meant to suggest that 

Mexico-Tenochtitl4n was a unified indigenous nation before 

the Spanish conquest. Anzaldua models her metaphors here 

after those that are commonly found in Chicano cultural 

nationalist prose and poetry. And, like previous activists 

and intellectuals, Anzaldua's intention is to distinguish 

Chicanos and Chicanas racially, economically, and culturally 

from their colonizers. In these stanzas, the speaker's body 

and the landscape of Aztlan suffer the same violent fate of 

impalement and disembowelment at the hands of the colonizer. 

It is fitting that in this first essay of her collection, 

she begins by providing the reader with vivid poetic images 

that capture the negative emotional, physical, 

psychological, and spiritual effects of colonization and 

diaspora. All of these subjects were central to the 

decolonizing discourse of Chicano cultural nationalism 

during el movimiento. 

Anzaldua next raises the analytical stakes for the 

reader by disrupting the linearity of the essay form with an 

abrupt transition from the poem to the first paragraph of 

the essay. In simultaneously pairing the narrative strategy 

of blurring "traditional" genre distinctions with the 
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political strategy of blurring "traditional" geographical 

distinctions that are imposed upon mestizos and mestizas by 

the U.S.-Mexico border, Anzaldua purposefully disrupts both 

the reader's stylistic expectations and his or her knowledge 

of "official U.S. histories" of the conquest of Mexico and 

its aftermath-

After poetically inscribing the U.S.-Mexico border as 

chameleonic and woiind-like, Anzaldua launches into an 

analysis of border history and culture, using this as a 

vantage point for developing a general theory of the 

borderlands, and more specifically, for developing what she 

refers to as a theory of the new mestiza. She writes: 

The U.S.-Mexican border es una herida abierta [is an 
open wound] where the Third World grates against the 
first and bleeds. And before a scab forms it 
hemorrages again, the lifeblood of two worlds merging 
to form a third country-a border culture. Borders are 
set up to define the places that are safe and unsafe, 
to distinguish us from them. A border is a dividing 
line, a narrow slip along a steep edge. A borderland 
is a vague and undetermined place created by the 
emotional residue of an unnatural boundary. It is in a 
constant state of transition. The prohibited and 
forbidden are its inhabitants. Los atravesados 
[outsiders] live here: the squint-eyed, the perverse, 
the queer, the troublesome, the mongrel, the mulato, 
the half-breed, the half-dead; in short, those who 
cross over, pass over, or go through the confines of 
the 'normal.' Gringos in the U.S. Southwest consider 
the inhabitants of the borderlands transgressors, 
aliens—whether they possess documents or not, whether 
they're Chicanos, Indians or Blacks. (3-4) (my 
translations) 

Like Moraga, Anzaldua exposes the "wound" as a symbol of the 

violence of the conquest of Mexico. The woiind in the 

landscape--the actual U.S.-Mexico border--also symbolizes 



229 

the pervasiveness of 16th-century colonialism. Borrowing 

literary conventions from Chicano cultural nationalists, 

Anzaldua presents images of internally colonialized 

Chicano/a and U.S. Third World nations and places them under 

the designation of "los atravesados" (outsiders). Her 

strategy of including "the squint-eyed," "the perverse," 

"the queer," "the troublesome," "the mongrel," "the mulato," 

"the half-breed," "the half-dead," "Chicanos," "Indians," 

and "Blacks" into her theoretical framework harkens back to 

Moraga's efforts to construct a U.S. Third World coalitional 

politics that resists heirarchies of oppression. Given 

Yarbro-Bejarano•s and Sandoval's warnings, I suggest that it 

is at moments such as these that Anzaldua's readers must ask 

themselves whether or not the author promotes a 

disassociation of the new mestiza theory from the specific 

context of Chicana history and identity politics. This is 

not an easy question to answer, for Anzaldua's text is 

strongly weighted by the tension between her desire to 

develop a Chicana feminist theory that enables the 

negotiation of what it means to be a colonized, mixed-blood 

person, and her desire to expand the concept of mestizaje to 

include any oppressed individual who self-identifies as one 

of los atrevasados. 

Anzaldua asserts that the physical U.S.-Mexico border 

represents an ambiguous and dangerous landscape where the 

colonizer--both the United States and the Mexican government 
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in this case--has marginalized the dispossessed mestizo and 

mestiza inhabitants who must engage in a daily battle to 

survive. The psychological borderlands represents the 

"unnatural" cultural, racial, and spiritual ambiguity that 

the colonizer has conditioned mestizos/as to embody. 

Anzaldua uses the discourse of self-determination to reclaim 

the borderlands as a liberatory space of psychological, 

spiritual, sexual, and political empowerment for 

mestizas/os. Her goal is to dispel two negative and 

pervasive cultural myths: that mestizos and mestizas can 

never liberate themselves from the shackles of the colonizer 

and that they can never heal the wounds of colonialism. 

Anzaldua establishes a point of origin for mestiza 

consciousness in pre-Cortesian history in the same way that 

Chicano cultural nationalists established the origins of 

Chicanismo (Chicano consciousness) in pre-conguest Aztec 

society. Her indigenista arguments, images, and symbols, 

therefore, are derived directly from Chicano cultural 

nationalist discourse. But Anzaldua's agenda is decidely 

indigenista feminist^^ and reflects the historical 

revisionism of Adelaida Del Castillo and the social protest 

poetry of Dorinda Moreno, for she intends to prove that 

Chicano patriarchal domination of Chicana sexuality and 

spirituality originated in male-dominated, pre-conquest 

Aztec society. 

She recounts the myth of Aztlin, which celebrates the 
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Aztec god of war's prophecy of the migration to Mexico-

Tenochtitl4n: 

Huitzilopochtii, the God of War, guided them [Aztecs] 
to the place (that later became Mexico City) where an 
eagle with a writhing serpent in its beak perched on a 
cactus. The eagle symbolizes the spirit (as the sun, 
the father); the serpent symbolizes the soul (as the 
earth, the mother). Together, they symbolize the 
struggle between spiritual/celestial/male and the 
underworld/earth/feminine. The symbolic sacrifice of 
the serpent to 'higher' masculine powers indicates that 
the patriarchal order had already vanquished the 
feminine and matriarchal order in pre-Columbian 
America. (5) 

In this brief passage, Anzaldua provides a feminist re-

interpretation of the Aztec suppression of feminine and 

matriarchal power, which continues a Chicana feminist 

tradition that began in 1974 with Del Castillo's analysis of 

the historical parallels between what she characterizes as 

pre-conquest Aztec totalitarianism and Mexican and Chicano 

cultural nationalism. Anzaldua's feminist interpretation of 

Aztec mythology here signals her own reinventions of 

Mesoamerican goddesses as Chicana feminist icons. However, 

her reading of gender inequity in pre-conquest Mesoamerica 

is problematic, for Anzaldua bases her interpretation upon 

the inaccurate premise that the symbolic power of Aztec 

goddesses was equal to the material power of Aztec women. 

She is forced to rely upon this faulty premise in order to 

establish the foundation for her argiiment that Chicanas 

suffer under the same oppressive patriarchal traditions as 

their female indigenous ancestors. In making these 



232 

assertions, Anzaldua uses a familiar Chicano cultural 

nationalist discursive strategy, but she replaces idealized 

Aztec gods and jaguar warriors with references to indigenous 

women's spiritual and matriarchal power, a strategy which is 

common to indigenista feminist discourse.^® 

As I have noted in previous chapters, many scholars 

have documented that Mesoamerican cultures made no 

distinction between myth and history (Marcus 8; Leon-

Portilla, The Aztec Image 19). The scholarly anxiety 

surrounding this issue prompted Daniel Cooper Alarc6n to 

remind literary and cultural critics that in Mexico, 

"competing narratives of indigenous peoples and Spanish 

colonizers created layered myths and histories" (The Aztec 

Palimpsest 16-17), which is a fact that limits our access to 

a clear point of origin, matriarchal or otherwise, for pre-

Aztec cultures (Cooper Alarc6n, The Aztec Palimpsest 18). 

Mesoamericanist Inga Clendinnen has carefully scrutinized 

documented accounts of the conquest of Mexico and has found 

that far beyond the mytho-historicizing practices of the 

Mexica, historians from the colonial period through the 

twentieth-century have continued to piece together 

fragmentary narratives and cultural myths of the conquest of 

Mexico into a linear, albeit filtered, narrative 

(Clendinnen, "Pierce" 65). 

Historical documentation of pre-Aztec and Aztec women 

is particularly deficient (Clendinnen, Aztecs 154). What 
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scholars in the field have been able to discern, 

nevertheless, is that the dominant Mexica elite believed 

that only a male ruler could embody god-like power. Mexica 

women were assigned power only at the symbolic level 

(Clendinnen, Aztecs 156-7, 163, 207-08; Marcus xvii-xix) and 

this power was invoked only in sacred rituals led by men who 

served the goals of the male ruler and not the entire 

population of the Aztec city. Together then, the complex 

pre-conguest Mexica practice of mytho-historicization, 

hundreds of years of palimpsestic historical documentation, 

and Anzaldua's own historical re-interpretations inhibit the 

reader's ablility to rely upon her representations as 

anything other than recuperations of indigenista poetics. 

Yet, Anzaldua's recuperations clearly attempt to move beyond 

the limiting masculinist literary and political discourse of 

Chicano cultural nationalism. 

Scholars should be wary of feminist criticism that is 

based upon unsubstantiated correlations between symbolic 

pre-conquest indigenous female power and the actual material 

power of women in Mesoamerican society. This critical 

approach has defined the work of feminist revisionist 

historians such as June Nash, whose 1978 essay "The Aztecs 

and the Ideology of Male Dominance" is one of the prominent 

secondary sources that Anzaldua relies upon for information 

about Aztec women. To be certain, Anzaldua wants to reclaim 

a history of political, social, spiritual, and sexual power 
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that she has been denied as a Chicana and a Tejana, and her 

work does raise several issues that are crucial to the 

understanding of contemporary Chicana feminist identity. 

But Anzaldua's hybrid methodology, which relies most heavily 

upon a Chicana feminist poetic reinterpretation of the lives 

of pre-conquest women and less upon historical accuracy, 

limits the applicability of her new mestiza theory to other 

distinct and marginalized U.S. ethnic groups. This is true 

especially, for example, with regard to the distinct 

histories and cultures of North American Indian women 

because Anzaldua rests the framework of her theory upon 

questionable secondary sources without interrogating the 

credibility of these sources. 

Several post-movimiento Chicano and Chicana scholars 

have voiced their suspicions about the liberatory potential 

of selective mythologically- or spiritually-based theories 

of a collective Chicana or indigenous women's consciousness. 

For example, literary and cultural critic Rosaura Sanchez 

argues that the 

experiences and struggles of Chicanas since 1848 offer 
ample opportiinities for research without the need to 
resort to the idealization of ancestors or a glorious 
past. Thus works tracing Chicana roots in Mexican 
history need not postulate direct links between us and 
La Malinche or Sor Juana Ines de la Cruz. References 
to Aztec goddesses similarly prove absolutely nothing 
and in fact have been used to idealize the status of 
Aztec women in pre-hispanic society, both in creative 
and historical projects, despite documentation which 
points to the subordinate status of women in pre-
Columbian society. In short, Chicana historians need 
fewer myths and more historical analysis. In all 
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cases, whatever the focus, references to women included 
in these histories should be accompanied by information 
on the class status of the historicized figures, for we 
are often provided information which pertains only to 
the ruling classes of Mexico. ("The History of 
Chicanas" 13) 

Sanchez's assessment indicates that Anzaldua's history of 

Mexico will be useful to her readers only if they remain 

conscious of the fact that it is primarily from a poetic 

revision of history that her theory of Chicana identity 

emerges. This is the point that Yarbro-Bejarano makes and 

it is a significant one. However, readers must also respect 

the historical context of the literary and political 

discursive traditions from which Anzaldua's hybrid narrative 

emerges. 

Regarding her emphasis upon history, Anzaldua defends 

herself by stating: 

I wrote this book [Borderlands] because Chicanas do NOT 
know the history, do NOT know the language, do NOT know 
they're three-quarters Indian: DO NOT KNOW A LOT 
because we were displaced in the history books. We 
were that absence: erased, displaced. In part I wanted 
to educate Chicanas; but other people of color and 
whites as well. ("Border Crossings" 49) 

Poetic reinterpretations of Chicano/a history and identity 

have been a hallmark of Chicano cultural nationalist 

discourse since the early 1960s. What Anzaldua contributes 

to this discursive tradition is a poetic feminist analysis 

of the U.S. occupation of the Chicano homeland and the 

effects of U.S. colonialism upon mestiza identity and sexual 

politics. In her narrative, the genres of historical 
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analysis and poetry inform one another and merge until the 

reader cannot clearly distinguish one from the other. As 

Norma Alarcon argued in the early 1980s, this narrative 

strategy is characteristic of Chicana feminist discourse. 

Yet, because Anzaldua deliberately intends for her text to 

be read as "history" as well as poetry, I believe it is 

crucial for the reader to be aware of the need to constantly 

shift analytical registers and to be willing to critique the 

overall effectiveness of Anzaldua's hybrid narratives that 

claim to revise "official" colonialist histories. 

In the next section of the essay, Anzaldua demonstrates 

her intention to subvert "official" histories of Spanish 

colonialism by buttressing her version of the myth of Aztlan 

with her reinterpretation of the Spanish conquest of Mexico-

Tenochtitlan. This is an historical event which, she 

argues, compounded the culturally sanctioned suppression of 

women's power in Aztec society. Once again virtually 

repeating the racialized arguments of Luis Valdez and Del 

Castillo from the previous decade as well as Rudolfo Anaya's 

more recent interpretation of Chicano-American Indian 

mestizaje in the U.S. Southwest, Anzaldua writes: 

At the beginning of the 16th century, the Spaniards 
and Hernan Cort6s invaded Mexico and, with the help of 
tribes that the Aztecs had subjugated, conquered it. [. 
. .] En I52I nacio una nueva raza, el mestizo, el 
mexicano (people of mixed Indian and Spanish blood), a 
race that had never existed before, Chicanos, Mexican-
Americans, are the offsprings of those first matings. 

[ 3 
Our Spanish, Indian, and mestizo ancestors explored 
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and settled parts of the U.S. Southwest as early as the 
sixteenth century. [. . .] For the Indians, this 
constituted a return to the place of origin, Aztlin, 
thus making Chicanos originally and secondarily 
indigenous to the Southwest. Indians and mestizos from 
central Mexico intermarried with North American 
Indians. The continual intermarriage between Mexican 
and American Indians and Spaniards forged an even 
greater mestizaje. (5) 

Anzaldua accomplishes two goals in this section. First, she 

reinscribes Chicano cultural nationalist ideology by 

establishing the origins of Chicano/a ancestry in the pre-

conquest landscape of Aztlan, thus legitimizing them as a 

conquered indigenous nation. Her abrupt shift to the 

Spanish language in the middle of the first passage in which 

she describes the birth of a new, mixed-blood race, "una 

nueva raza, el mestizo," fxinctions as a metonym for the 

chaos of Spanish colonial violence upon indigenous Mexico. 

Her second goal underscores the first. In describing the 

ongoing mestizaje between Mexican mestizos and American 

Indians in the U.S. Southwest, Anzaldua, again like Chicano 

cultural nationalists before her, conflates what are in 

actuality very distinct regional, cultural, and racial 

histories of indigenous peoples. My intention here is not 

to deny that mestizaje between Mexicans and American Indians 

did occur in the U.S. Southwest. I must argue, however, 

that the mestizaje that Anzaldua writes about here is much 

more complex than the word "intermarriage" suggests. In not 

acknowledging specific tribal groups when she refers to 

American Indians and land in an essay about the spiritual 
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reclamation of Aztlan, Anzaldua commits the same Chicano 

cultural nationalist error of ommission that one finds in 

"El Plan Espiritual de A2tlin"--an error which elides the 

distinct and very embattled histories of Southwest American 

Indian groups and their relationships to the land. While 

the reader should recognize that Anzaldua's idealistic 

images of mestizaje in the Southwest are designed to 

communicate the essence of transculturation among indigenous 

groups, it is crucial for him or her to be aware that each 

of these groups also has its own history of this particular 

landscape, which Chicano cultural nationalists have 

inscribed their homeland. It is also important that the 

reader consider the impact that these distinct histories 

might have upon mestiza consciousness.^^ 

Within Chicano cultural nationalist discourse, 

criticism of the colonization of Aztlan generally hinges 

upon accounts of the establishment of the 1848 Treaty of 

Guadalupe-Hidalgo. Again, seeming to paraphrase Valdez's 

1964 manifesto for Chicano-Cuban solidarity as well as 

images of the colonizer's broken promises from Rudolfo 

"Corky" Gonzalez's epic poem "I Am Joaquin," Anzaldua 

writes: 

The land established by the treaty as belonging to 
Mexicans was soon swindled away from its owners. The 
treaty was never honored and restitution, to this day, 
has never been made. 
[ ] 

The Gringo, locked into the fiction of white 
superiority, seized complete political power, stripping 
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Indians and Mexicans of their land while their feet 
were still rooted in it. Con el destierro y el exilo 
fuimos desunados, destroncados, destripados--we were 
jerked out by the roots, truncated, disemboweled, 
dispossessed, and separated from our identity and our 
history. (7-8) 

Since Anzaldua's feminist and postcolonial theory relies 

upon Chicano cultural nationalist historical revisionism as 

well as the social model of internal colonialism, it is not 

surprising that she constructs 19th-century Mexicans as 

dispossessed of their land as equally as were American 

Indians. While it is an historical fact that the U.S. 

failed to honor the land and citizenship rights of Mexicans 

that the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo guaranteed, historians-

-both Chicano and white--have argued that the effects of the 

U.S. appropriation of land from Mexico do not directly 

correspond to the effects of the U.S. appropriation of land 

from North American Indian tribes as Anzaldua clearly 

Ifl 
implies. The reference to whites as "gringos" harkens back 

to both Gonzales and Alurista and their attempts to 

highlight the racial distinctions between whites and 

Chicanos, between colonizer and colonized. It is 

significant to Anzaldua's project that the bodies of Indians 

and Mexicans, whose feet "were still rooted" in the 

landscape, literally become one with the landscape. This 

image dramatizes the violence of colonization and echoes her 

previous image of the woiind in the borderlands. This image 

also foreshadows her strategies of feminizing the landscape 
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and of equating Spanish and American colonialism in her 

indigenista feminist analysis of the history of patriarchal 

domination of indigenous women. 

Anzaldua follows this general history of Chicanos/as 

with her testimonio to the razing of the Texas landscape. 

The author, a third-generation Tejana, presents her 

testimonio to the reader in a form that suggests an oral 

history. Her narrative weaves together the stories of four 

women: Anzaldua, her mother, and her maternal and paternal 

grandmothers. Each of these women were displaced from their 

homeland by the colonizers. But the most poignant section 

of this testimonio is Anzaldua's story of her paternal 

grandmother. Mama Locha: 

My father's mother. Mama Locha also lost her terreno 
[land]. For a while we got $12.50 a year for the 
"mineral rights" of six acres of cemetery, all that was 
left of the ancestral lands. Mama Locha had asked that 
we bury her there beside her husband. El cemetario 
estaba cercado [the cemetary was fenced in]. But there 
was a fence around the cemetery, chained and padlocked 
by the ranch owners of the surrounding land. We 
couldn't even get in to visit the graves, much less 
bury her there. Today, it is still padlocked. The 
sign reads: 'Keep Out. Trespassers will be shot.' (8) 
(translations mine) 

Anzaldua's personal testimony creates a stronger emotional 

impact than her previous historical revisions. Her 

grandmother's story demonstrates how the vast process of 

colonial dominance plays out at the local levels of 

geography and gender. The author's use of the word 

"terreno," or "land," which also translates to "earthly 
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life," implies that Mama Locha had a spiritual as well as a 

material connection to the land. The image of the cemetary 

as a sacred burial ground that has been desecrated by 

intruders punctuates Mama Locha's displacement from the 

land. Anzaldua's depiction of her grandmother's spiritual 

connection to the land effectively underscores her previous 

assertion that pre-Columbian society was matrilineal. Her 

indigenista strategy is to establish an historical link 

between pre-conquest Mexican Indian women and contemporary 

Chicanas. The legitimacy of the foundation for her new 

mestiza theory depends upon this historical link. 

A significant point that Anzaldua emphasizes throughout 

Borderlands is that contemporary Mexicanas and Chicanas 

continue to struggle against patriarchal domination and 

neocolonialism. She ends "The Homeland Aztlan/ei otro 

Mexico" with an image of the violence and racism that 

undocumented Mexican women encounter as they symbolically 

retrace their ancestors' migration north through the 

borderlands and into Aztldn: 

The Mexican woman is especially at risk. Often the 
coyote (smuggler) doesn't feed her for days or let her 
go to the bathroom. Often he rapes her or sells her 
into prostitution. [. . .] American employers are 
quick to take advantage of her helplessness. [. . .] 
She may work as a live-in maid for white, Chicano or 
Latino households for as little as $15 a week. [. . .] 

La mojada, la mujer indocumentada [the female 
wetback, the imdocumented woman], is doubly threatened 
in this country. Not only does she have to contend 
with the sexual violence, but like all women, she is 
prey to a sense of physical helplessness. As a 
refugee, she leaves the familar and safe homeground to 
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venture into the unknown and possible dangerous 
terrain. 

This is her home 
this thin edge of 

barbwire. (12-13) (translation 
mine) 

Except for the brief and unaddressed reference to middle-

class Chicanos and Latinos, Anzaldua's foremost assertion 

here is that working-class Chicanas and undocumented 

Mexicanas are equal victims of racism, sexism, and economic 

exploitation in the United States. The image of the 

undocumented Mexicana that Anzaldua presents here is very 

similar to Chicano cultural nationalist images of colonized 

Mexican campesinos in political manifestos such as "The Plan 

of Delano" and "El Plan Espiritual" in that she clearly 

disassociates the working class new mestiza from the "sell 

outs"--Chicanos and Latinos who have entered the middle- and 

upper-classes. Anzaldua ends the essay by repeating a 

stanza from the opening poem, but the speaker now refers to 

the borderlands as the home of la mujer indocumentada. The 

strength of Anzaldua's argument is that it challenges her 

readers--epecially her Chicano/a readers--to take a 

political stand against the economic exploitation of Third 

World Mexicanas. Her empassioned description of the plight 

of the border-crossing Mexicana represents the closest that 

Anzaldua comes to using her narrative the way Moraga did in 

Loving in the War Years to force readers to acknowledge how 

their failure to contribute to the decolonization of the 
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Third World implicates them in a U.S. neocolonialist system. 

In "La conciencia de la mestiza: Towards a New 

Consciousness," Anzaldua credits her ideas for the new 

mestiza theory to Mexican philosopher Jose Vasconcelos's 

post-Mexican revolutionary theory of la Raza Cdsmica (the 

Cosmic Race), which she cites in a footnote as the 

19 
inspiration for her reconceptualization of mestizaje. She 

reads la Raza Cdsmica as: 

una raza mestiza, una mezcla de razas afines, una raza 
de color--la primera raza sintesis del globo. He 
called it a cosmic race, la raza cdsmica, a fifth race 
embracing the four major races of the world. Opposite 
to the theory of the pure Aryan, and to the policy of 
racial purity that white America practices, his theory 
is one of inclusivity. At the confluence of two or 
more genetic streams, with chromosomes constantly 
'crossing over,' this mixture of races, rather than 
resulting in an inferior being, provides hybrid 
progeny, a mutable, more malleable species with a rich 
gene pool. From this racial, ideological, cultural and 
biological cross-pollinization, an 'alien' 
consciousness is presently in the making--a new mestiza 
consciousness, una consciencia de mujer. It is a 
consciousness of the Borderlands. (77) 

VasconcelOS's much criticized and misread 1925 essay 

prophesied the emergence of a new historical era in which 

20 the imagination and intuition would rule over reason. 

Mestizaje would replace racial hierarchies in his theorized 

Utopia. His interpretation of mestizaje goes far beyond the 

Mexican or Chicano cultural nationalist binary 

interpretation of the term as a mixture of the Spaniard and 

the Indian, for Vasconcelos envisioned that a biological 

mixture of all races would erase the concept of race and 
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class, thereby creating a universal human consciousness.^^ 

The inclusivity that Anzaldua claims to inherit from 

Vasconcelos's theory is questionable because the Utopian 

vision of mestizaje inherent in la Raza Cdsmica ultimately 

27 justifies racial supremacy. 

In a painstaking historical analysis of mestizaje in 

the Americas from the 16th-century to the present, J. Jorge 

Klor de Alva argues convincincly that due to the "constant 

flux" of racial mixing, employing "mestizaje" as a 

totalizing theoretical concept is problematic, at best. He 

explains that mestizaje has continually created 

peoples whose progressively more ambiguous social 
identities and unstable political loyalties challenge 
every attempt to impose rigid cultural boundaries 
around them. [. . .] Different forms of colonialism, 
therefore, are likely to create differing senses of 
mestizaje. Therefore, mestizaje as a genetic and 
cultural hybridity has not only stood for a variety of 
processes and states at different times and places 
throughout the world, but even in Latin America the 
term and its cognates have never had an unequivocal 
sense. Its meanings have always been politically 
charged and these have always held a culturally 
ambiguous place in nation-building projects throughout 
the American hemisphere. It could not be otherwise. 
("The Postcolonization" 243) 

The historical and political flux of mestizaje is precisely 

what Vasconcelos's theory of la Raza Cdsmica attempts to 

circumvent. His romantic interpretation of racial 

miscegenation ignores the social, class, and gender 

hierarchies that continually emerge within complex cultural 

groups, particularly among members of groups who promote 

national identities.Though Anzaldua appears to revive the 
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egalitarian aspects of the theory of la Raza C6smica as a 

foundation for her theory of a new mestiza consciousness, 

her failure to rigorously critique the weaknesses of 

VasconcelOS *s racialized discourse seriously undermines her 

goal . 

Constructing "the new mestiza" as an easily 

appropriable metaphor, or what Anzaldua might refer to as a 

"malleable" subject-position,^^ invites readers to 

decontextualize the complex history of Mexicanas and 

Chicanas and to disengagement a very concrete history of 

colonialism from new mestiza theory. It isn't until after 

the publication of Borderlands that Anzaldua attempts to 

clarify her thesis by calling our attention to the dangers 

of political misappropriation of new mestiza theory. In her 

introduction to Making Face, Making Soul/Hadendo Caras in 

1990, she warns the reader that 

'diversity' and 'difference* are vague, ambiguous 
terms, defined differently by whitefeminists and 
feminists-of-color. Often whitefeminists want to 
minimize racial difference by taking comfort in the 
fact that we are all women and/or lesbians and suffer 
similar sexual-gender oppressions. They are usually 
annoyed with the actuality (though not the concept) of 
'differences,' want to blur the racial difference, want 
to smooth things out--they seem to want a complete, 
totalizing identity. Yet in their eager attempt to 
highlight similarities, they create or accentuate 
'other' differences such as class. These 
unacknowledged or imarticulated differences further 
widen the gap between white and colored, (xxi) 

While we cannot ignore the oppositional value of Anzaldua's 

project, the new mestiza theory, as she develops it in 
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Borderlands largely elides the complexities of race, class, 

and indigenous histories embedded in the concept of 

mestizaje and fails to "compare multiple, overlapping, and 

discrete oppressions" (Grewal and Kaplan 17) that exist 

among the groups that inhabit her concept of the 

borderlands. 

Much of Anzaldua's imagery of war and resistance 

throughout Borderlands rehearses the narrative of the 

Spanish conquest of Mexico and reinscribes the event as a 

violent myth of origin for Chicanos and Chicanas. Anzaldua 

suggests that it is from the "cultural memory," or as Moraga 

refers to it, the mestiza's "deep racial memory" ("A Long 

Line" 136) of colonial violence that a new mestiza 

consciousness emerges: 

Cradled in one culture, sandwiched between two 
cultures, straddling all three cultures and their value 
systems, la mestiza undergoes a struggle of flesh, a 
struggle of borders, an inner war. Like all people, we 
perceive the version of reality that our culture 
communicates. Like others having or living in more 
than one culture, we get multiple, often opposing 
messages. The coming together of two self-consistent 
but habitually incompatible frames of reference causes 
un chogue, a cultural collision. (78) 

* * 3  
In attempting to work out a synthesis, the self has 
added a third element which is greater than the svun of 
its severed parts. That third element is a new 
consciousness--a mestiza consciousness. (79-80) 

In creating a third space of consciousness, a location where 

the psychic split created by conquest can be healed, 

Anzaldua hopes to deflect the symbolic reinactments of 

colonial violence that mestizas witness with each new 
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experience of oppression. Although Anzaldua cannot 

literally reverse the violence of conquest and colonization, 

she can try to cease its recurrence at the psychological 

level and work toward creating an harmonious union of 

opposing forces within that third space of mestiza identity. 

In effect, she is attempting to preserve the racial and 

cultural integrity of the mixed-blood person, placing her on 

an equal footing with the two cultures--Spain and the United 

States--that have historically denied her access to power. 

Anzaldua's language for describing the new mestiza 

consciousness and culture is filled with contrasting 

metaphors of war and peace. Once again invoking the duality 

of an Aztec world view, she argues that for mestizas 

it is not enough to stand on the opposite river bank, 
shouting questions, challenging patriarchal, white 
conventions. A counterstance locks one into a duel of 
oppressor and oppressed; locked in mortal combat, like 
the cop and the criminal, both are reduced to a common 
demoninator of violence. [. . .] But it is not a way 
of life. At some point, on our way to a new 
consciousness, we will have to leave the opposite bank, 
the split between the two mortal combatants somehow 
healed so that we are on both shores at once and, at 
once, see through serpent and eagle eyes. Or perhaps 
we will decide to disengage from the dominant culture, 
write it off all together as a lost cause, and cross 
the border into a wholly new and separate territory. 
Or we might go another route. The possibilities are 
numerous once we decide to act and not react. (78-9) 

In rejecting the negative self image that plagues the 

marginalized mestiza, Anzaldua creates the potential for the 

new mestiza to negotiate the conflicts of her identity as 

oppressed and oppressor. On the surface, Anzaldua's 
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narrative mirrors Moraga's explicit grappling in Loving in 

the War Years with the ironic "privileges" that her 

whiteness affords. But Anzaldua's feminist theory 

ultimately balks at explicitly analyzing how Chicanas can 

and do, in fact, oppress other Chicanas. 

Her implicit criticism of the Chicano cultural 

nationalist tactic of constructing la raza as the racial and 

cultural opposite of dominant white culture is cleverly 

entrenched by military expressions and metaphors such as 

"duel," "mortal combat," and "mortal combatants," images 

that harken back to the movimiento period. But her lapse 

into militant and separatist discourse with the phrases: "or 

perhaps we'll disengage from the dominant culture [. . .] 

and cross the border into a wholly new and separate 

territory" implies an ambivalence toward her own political 

and spiritual solutions to the psychic dissonance created by 

mestizaje. While it is likely that Anzaldua's ambivalence 

is a deliberate narrative ploy to demonstrate how the 

confusion of her hybrid discourse replicates the 

psychological conflicts of racial and cultural hybridity, 

the result it that she contradicts herself and this makes 

her strategy fall flat. 

As Anzaldua returns to her primary thesis of 

constructing the borderlands as a "third country," her 

metaphors and descriptions continue to reveal how the new 

mestiza theory is derived from the selective discourse of 
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ultra-nationalist indigenismo: 

She puts history through a sieve, winnows out the lies, 
looks at the forces that we as a race, as women, have 
been a part of. [. . .] This step is a conscious 
rupture with all oppressive traditions of cultures and 
religions. She commvinicates that rupture, documents 
the struggle. She reinterprets history and, using new 
symbols, she shapes new myths. She adopts new 
perspectives toward the darkskinned, women and queers. 
She strengthens her tolerance (and intolerance) for 
ambiguity. She is willing to share, to make herself 
vulnerable to foreign ways of seeing and thinking. She 
surrenders all notions of safety, of the familiar. 
Deconstruct, construct. She becomes a nahual, able to 
transform herself into a tree, a coyote, into another 
person. (82-3) 

With the exception of her inclusion of gays and lesbians as 

members of her imagined border culture, Anzaldua appears to 

be advocating the same type of indigenismo, or indigenism, 

as American Indian scholar and activist Ward Churchill, who 

defines an indigenist as 

one who not only takes the rights of indigenous peoples 
as the highest priority, [. . .] but who draws on the 
traditions--the bodies of knowledge and corresponding 
codes of value--evolved over many thousands of years by 
native peoples the world over. ("I Am Indigenist" 509) 

In fact, Anzaldua, like Alurista's 1970s "cultural 

guerillas" not only immerses herself in the glory of pre-

conquest Mexican Indian culture, but she recontextualizes 

Nahua cosmic vision within her 20th-century Chicana feminist 

concept of the borderlands. Her blurring of the 

distinctions between poetry and history also blurs conscious 

reality with the dream world. In privileging the 

experiences of "the darkskinned," "women," and "queers"--

people who are part of the same marginalized group as "the 
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squint-eyed," "the perverse," "the troublesome," "the 

mongrel," "the mulato," "the half-breed," "the half-dead" 

(5) in her theory--Anzaldua threatens to rewrite the "rules" 

of academic "high" theory and historical analysis from an 

indigenous perspective. Her politics pose a threat to the 

structures of dominance within the academy and provide an 

alternative paradigm for anyone who claims he or she is 

among the marginalized. Thus, Anzaldua is able to make the 

claim that anyone adopting the shifting consciousness of the 

mestiza can access an entire spectrum of indigenous powers 

of resistance, which she represents here with the image of 

the Nahual shape-shifter. 

There are North American Indian scholars who are 

particularly suspicious of indigenista political strategies 

such as those proposed by Anzaldua. Even though it is 

undeniable that Chicanos have Indian blood, many American 

Indians especially those who retain their tribal 

affiliations--highly guard sacred indigenous traditions and 

practices and often imply that neo-indigenous spirituality 

is a concept that is not far removed from "neo-colonialism." 

For example, in his analyses of Western dominating 

discourses, Gerald Vizenor has argued that 

Manifest Destiny would cause the death of millions of 
tribal people from massacres, diseases, and the 
loneliness of reservations. Entire cultures have been 
terminated in the course of nationalism. These 
histories are now the simulations of dominance, and the 
causes of the conditions that have become manifest 
manners in literature. (4) 
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C ] 
Manifest manners are the simulations of dominance; 

the notions and misnomers that are read as the 
authentic and sustained as representations of Native 
American Indians. (5-6) 

Since el movimiento, many Chicanos and Chicanas have eagerly 

claimed their place within "Indigenous America." And 

rightfully so. However, until proponents of the Aztec 

Nation begin to grapple with the complicated histories of 

the relationships between Chicanos/as, North American 

Indians, and the various contemporary indigenous peoples of 

Mexico, the component of the new mestiza theory that 

Anzaldua describes above will remain problematic. 

Similar to Moraga, Anzaldua argues in favor of Chicana 

sexual, and particularly Chicana lesbian, liberation. 

However, in constructing race and sex as inseparable 

categories, it is difficult for her to avoid reinscribing 

VasconcelOS's utopianist discourse when she asserts: 

The mestizo and the queer exist at this time and 
point on the evolutionary continuum for a purpose. We 
are blending that proves that all blood is intricately 
woven together, and that we are spawned out of similar 
souls. (84-5) 

Anzaldua's strategy mimics Moraga's in that she resists 

creating a heirarchy of oppression among "queers" of 

different racial and cultural backgroiuids. Speaking from 

personal experience and from the subject-position of a 

Chicana lesbian, Anzaldua can emphasize here that, when it 

comes to oppression, all "Third World" peoples are oppressed 

equally despite the fact that historians and cultural 
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critics have argued that not all colonialisms are equal. 

In her analysis of Borderlands, Cherrie Moraga 

questions the viability of the new mestiza theory as a 

theory of sexuality and, interestingly, finds that 

the most profound message of La Prontera [. . .] has 
very little to do with lesbianism. [. . .] What makes 
the author 'queer,' however, is not her sexuality per 
se, but her desire to find and love herself amid the 
myriad lies and distortions told about her. ("Algo 
secretamento" 154-55) 

In her work in the 1980s, Moraga always foregrounded 

concrete strategies for politicizing lesbian sexuality, 

which explains why she would fault Anzaldua for suspending 

the issue of lesbian liberation into the cosmic realm of the 

new mestiza consciousness. Interestingly, however, while 

Moraga's next collection continues to openly address Chicana 

lesbian politics, it much more explicitly reclaims a 

feminist interpretation of Chicano cultural nationalism and 

assimilates the spiritual and shamanic indigenismo that one 

finds in Anzaldua's Borderlands. 

Mother1andazt1an 

Desert women know 
about survival. 

--Pat Mora, "Desert Women," Borders (1986). 

We have to redefine our concept of national identity. 
Because of U.S. involvement in Latin America, the 
Latina population in the U.S. grows daily. We are a 
people living in exile and refuge, even those of us who 
have lived in Aztlan for many generations. 

--Cherrie Moraga, "Letter to the Coordinadora 
Nacional de Lesbianas Feministas," Correspondence 
(1990). 
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In the early 1990s, five hundred years after the 

arrival of the first Europeans to this continent, American 

Indian and Chicano/a activists and artists across America 

raised their voices in protest against national and inter

national celebrations of the Columbus Quincentennary. In 

public speeches and demonstrations, newspaper, magazine and 

Internet editorials, films and videos, art, prose, and 

poetry, these activists refocused public attention upon 

worldwide indigenous resistance movements against 

neocolonialism. These protests have continued well into the 

late 1990s and include the voice of none other than 

prominent Chicano cultural nationalist Rudolfo "Corky" 

Gonzales. 

On a warm autumn afternoon in Tucson, Arizona in 1996, 

Gonzales and over 500 Chicanos and Chicanas from throughout 

the Southwest participated in a Chicano educational 

conference, sponsored by the Tucson community activist group 

Chicanos Por La Causa (Chicanos for the Cause). On October 

12, a day that is officially recognized in the United States 

as "Coliimbus Day," Gonzales delivered a keynote address to 

the conference attendees. Those who gathered had renamed 

the day "El Dia del Encuentro de las Culturas" (The Day of 

the Cultural Encounter) in commemoration of over 500 years 

of indigenous survival in the Americas. During his address, 

Gonzales revisited the themes of Chicano cultural 

nationalism that he helped make famous during el movimiento 
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(Ben Lopez, "Personal Interview"). His wel1-attended 

appearance indicates that the Chicano and Chicana 

celebration of cultural unity through cultural nationalism 

is indeed still alive in various Chicana/o communties. As 

we have seen, the subject is also very much alive in the 

work of Moraga and Anzaldua. Yet their indigenista feminist 

and queer reinventions of Chicano cultural nationalist 

ideology add a distinctiveness to their work that sets them 

apart from activists of the movimiento period.^® 

Moraga's own response to the Quincentennary can be 

found in her 1993 experimental collection of prose and 

poetry entitled The Last Generation. This collection 

rearticulates several of the Tercermundista arguments that 

Moraga introduced in Loving in the War Years, including her 

feminist reconceptualization of la familia de la raza. 

However, she expands her analyses of Chicano cultural 

nationalism by examining the impact of Chicano/a artistic 

expression upon "the Chicano/a community" since el 

movimiento. In the book, Moraga emphasizes the political 

responsibility of the Chicano/a artist to la raza. This 

issue is significant because it was one of the primary 

objectives of Chicano cultural nationalism that were stated 

in "El Plan Espiritual de Aztlan" in 1969. Moraga 

continually emphasizes artistic and political responsibility 

throughout The Last Generation and she extends this concept 

of responsibility outward into the global indigenous 
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community, or what she might refer to as a transglobal 

tribe. 

Moraga uses descriptions that are typically associated 

with Mesoamerican writing when she refers to her book as "a 

codice," a "picture book," "a drawing made of words," and "a 

queer mixture of glyphs" (2-4). She organizes each prose 

section as she would a collage, or a series of dovetailed 

sketches, separating the words only by ellipses and 

subheadings. And, as if also locating the book within the 

American literary tradition of the Jeremiad, she explains 

that she wrote The Last Generation "out of a sense of 

urgency that Chicanos are a disappearing tribe" (1) at the 

end of the 20th-century. 

Mimicking Alurista's indigenista invocation of the 

Aztec artistic tradition of flor y canto as well as Anaya's 

and Anzaldua's conjuring of the sacred wisdom of Aztec 

tlamantinime, men who foretold and documented the 

devastation of Mexico-TenochtitlSn (Le6n-Portilla, The 

Broken Spears xxv), Moraga asserts: 

although I cannot pretend their wisdom, I see my task 
as that of the ancient Mesoamerican scribes: to speak 
to these cataclysmic times, to expose the 'dream world' 
of individualism, profit, and consumerism. Truth must 
be expressed in 'Flower and Song,* the sages professed. 
In metaphor. So these are not essays as much as they 
are poems and these are not poems as much as they are 
essays. Possibly the distinction no longer matters— 
between the poem and the essay, between my art and 
activism. (3-4) 

Moraga's references to Mesoamerican culture as well as her 
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self-conscious conflation of genre categories reveals that 

indigenismo in addition to Anzaldua's notion of mestiza 

consciousness strongly influences her argumentative and 

artistic strategies. The concept of mestizaje--particularly 

Anzaldua's version of it--is significant to Moraga's 

analysis of the future viability of Chicano cultural 

national ism. 

In the essay "Queer Aztlan: the Re-formation of Chicano 

Tribe," Moraga reassesses the male-defined and heterosexist 

cultural nationalist goals of el movimiento. She 

specifically rethinks the exclusivity of the masculinist 

discourse of "El Plan Espiritual de Aztlan" and calls for a 

reinterpretion of the manifesto by stating that, for her 

"'El Movimiento' has never been a thing of the past," but 

rather "it has retreated into subterranean uncontaminated 

soils awaiting resurrection in a 'queerer,* more feminist 

generation" (148-9). The imagery in her statement suggests 

that el movimiento has gone through a process of 

purification and that Moraga envisions herself as a type of 

new age partera (midwife), poised to assist in the rebirth 

of a new, more inclusive Chicano cultural nationalist 

movement. 

"El Plan Espiritual" has been widely praised for its 

promotion of Chicano self-determination and widely 

criticized for its failure to recognize the unique needs of 

Chicanas. Drawing upon Anzaldua's imagery in "The Homeland 
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Aztlan," Moraga remedies the political ommissions of "El 

Plan Espiritual" by emphasizing a correspondence between 

Chicana and queer liberation and the liberation of the 

Chicano homeland. Using the familiar decolonizing discourse 

of Chicano cultural nationalism, Moraga argues that 

Chicanos are an occupied nation within a nation, and 
women and women's sexuality are occupied within Chicano 
nation. If women's bodies and those of men and women 
who transgress their gender roles have been 
historically regarded as territories to be conquered, 
they are also territories to be liberated. Feminism 
has taught us this. The nationalism I seek is one that 
decolonizes the brown and female earth. It is a new 
nationalism in which la Chicana Indigena stands at the 
center, and heterosexism and homophobia are no longer 
the cultural order of the day. I cling to the word 
'nation' because without the specific naming of the 
nation, the nation will be lost (as when feminism is 
reduced to humanism, the woman is subsumed). Let us 
retain our radical naming but expand it to meet a 
broader and wiser revolution. (150) 

Once again sounding very much like Anzaldua, Moraga situates 

the darkskinned, indigenous woman as the focal point of her 

redefined nationalism. And also like Chicano cultural 

nationalists before her, Moraga insists that the act of 

naming is a necessary precursor to reclaiming. Naming of 

the indigenous/colonized self is required before liberation 

of the indigenous/colonized self. Naming of the colonized 

homeland is required before liberation of the colonized 

homeland. Indigenous bodies are inextricable with the land. 

Yet, unlike the male leaders of el movimiento, Moraga 

insists that her definition of "nation," which is also 

clearly informed by indigenismo, rejects exclusionary 
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concepts of race, class, gender, sexuality, and 

spirituality. According to Moraga, Chicana self-

determination is the political act that will serve as a 

model for her concept of an inclusive Chicano/a nationalism. 

As Moraga develops the framework for her new Chicano 

nation, the narrative becomes reminiscent of the work of 

Elizabeth Martinez when she discusses recent Mexican 

immigrants to the United states, women whose Mexican Indian 

blood and colonized status links them to Chicanas. Moraga 

contends that: 

A new generation of future Chicanos arrives everyday 
with every Mexican immigrant. Some may find their 
American dream and forget their origins, but the 
majority of Mexico's descendants soon comprehend the 
political meaning of the disparity between their lives 
and those of the gringo. [. . .] In the process, the 
Mexicana becomes a Chicana (or at least a Mechicana); 
that is, she becomes a citizen of this country, not by 
virtue of a green card, but by virtue of the collective 
voice she assumes in staking her claim to this land and 
its resources. (155-56) 

During the height of the farm worker's movement in the late 

1960s, many urban Chicano activists joined in support of the 

leadership of Cesar Chavez, a man whose name became 

synomymous with la Causa. In the process, Chicano activists 

claimed Chavez as a leader within el movimiento. Many 

activists, Luis Valdez in particular, created idealized 

images of campesinos as 20th-century representations of pre-

conguest agrarian Aztecs. No distinctions were made between 

urban, college-educated Chicanos and campesinos--several of 

whom were recently arrived Mexicanos--for in the eyes of the 
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ultra-nationalists, all people of Mexican descent were 

Chicanos. Even though she explicitly denounces the Chicano 

cultural nationalist subsumption of the Chicana voice, 

Moraga is unable to avoid repeating the same act of 

ventriloquism when she speaks on behalf of recently arrived 

Mexicanas. Her construction of the Mexicana turned Chicana 

further elides the complex racial and class differences 

between Chicanas that she worked diligently to expose in 

Loving in the War Years. Thus, Moraga comes dangerously 

close to contradicting her own previous painstaking 

arguments against the tradition of vendldismo by suggesting 

that immigrant Mexicanas who do not identify with Chicano 

politics are inauthentic traitors to the Aztec Nation. 

Moraga does, however, continue her denouncement of 

patriarchy as an institution and the dangers it poses to a 

feminist-oriented queer Aztlan. 

Moraga welcomes gay Chicano men into her new nation. 

Yet, she quickly warns that, as a group, gay Chicanos will 

continue to promote a male-defined heirarchy unless all 

Chicano males are willing to recognize how they exploit 

their masculine privileges. In doing so, she rehearses the 

argument against hierarchies of oppression that she 

introduced in Loving in the War Years, emphasizing here 

lesbian and gay self-determination, which is a subversion of 

the masculinist hierarchy of Chicano self-determination that 

was outlined in "El Plan Espiritual": 
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At this point in history, lesbians and gays can make 
a significant contribution to the creation of a new 
Chicano movement, one passionately committed to saving 
lives. As we are forced to struggle for our right to 
love free of disease and discrimination, 'Aztlan' as 
our imagined homeland begins to take on renewed 
importance. [. . .] In a 'queer' Aztlan, there would 
be no freaks, no 'others' to point one's finger at. 
(164) 

Moraga's personal experience with sexual discrimination that 

she so passionately documents in the majority of her work 

positions her as an authority figure among those who have 

been Othered by both U.S. and Chicano cultural nationalisms, 

ideologies that impose strict social codes of gender and 

sexuality upon men and women. 

Moraga also implies, as Anzaldua does in Borderlands, 

that homosexuality emerges naturally from non-Western, 

egalitarian indigenous cultures. Although she makes clear 

that she cannot generalize about "indigenous homosexuality," 

she nevertheless proceeds to legitimize her argument in 

favor of a queer Aztlan by announcing that her "Native 

American friends" tell her that "in some Native American 

tribes, gay men and lesbians were traditionally [. . .] 

highly respected members of their community, and were 

thought to possess a higher spiritual development" (164). 

She goes on to claim that 

hearing of such traditions gives historical validation 
for what Chicana lesbians and gay men have always 
recognized--that lesbians and gay men play a 
significant spiritual, cultural, and political role 
within the Chicano community. Somos activistas, 
academicos y artistas, parteras y politicos, curanderas 
y campesinos [we are activists, academics and artists. 
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midwives and politicians, folk healers and farm 
workers]. (164-65) (my translations) 

In this passage, it is important to note that Moraga is not 

distinguishing between memory and history, which is 

characteristic of several Native American oral and spiritual 

traditions. This is why she confidently asserts that 

personal anecdotes from her Native American friends give 

"historical validation" to her theory. Invoking North 

American Indian spirituality and conflating it with 

Chicano/a spirituality enables the new mestiza theory to 

transcend the historically specific and highly contested 

context of North American Indian identity politics as well 

as the issue of cultural identity among a vast range of 

ethnic groups. Critics such as David M. Halperin and Ramon 

Guttierez have argued against this postmodernist tendency to 

universalize culture. However, Moraga's theory depends upon 

the universalizing of culture and the conflation of distinct 

indigenous histories. She not only intends to redefine the 

concept of Chicano cultural "nationalism" from a Chicana 

feminist perspective, but she also intends to reclaim and 

redefine a singular concept of North American Indian 

"tribalism" from an indigenista perspective. 

In a section of "Queer Aztlan" that she titles 

"Indigenismo: The Re-Tribalization of Our People," Moraga 

continues to reinterpret North American Indian history and 

culture to validate her vision of Queer Aztlan even though 
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she is once again forced to admit that the "Chicano nation 

has been varyingly accepted as a tribe by other Native 

American peoples, usually more in the honorary sense than in 

any official capacity" (165). Using the same racialist 

discourse as Valdez in his ultra-nationalist, indigenista 

descriptions of la Raza de Bronce, Moraga explains the 

reasoning behind her version of a "'queerer,* more feminist" 

(148-49) indigenismo: 

Most Chicanas can claim, through physical traits 
alone, that we are of Native blood (we often joke that 
Chicanos are usually the most Indian-looking people in 
a room full of 'skins'). The majority of us, however, 
has been denied direct information regarding our tribal 
affiliations. Since our origins are usually in the 
Southwest and Mexico, Chicanos' Indian roots encompass 
a range of nations including Apache, Yaqui, Papago, 
Navajo, and Tarahumara from the border regions, as well 
as dozens of Native tribes throughout Mexico. 
Regardless of verifiable geneology, many Chicanos have 
recently begun to experience a kind of collective 
longing to return to our culture's traditional 
Indigenous beliefs and ways of constructing community 
in order to find concrete solutions for the myriad 
problems confronting us, from the toxic dump sites in 
our neighborhoods to rape. 

'Tribe,' based on the traditional models of Native 
Americans, is an alternative socioeconomic structure 
that holds considerable appeal for those of us who 
recognize the weaknesses of the isolated patriarchal 
capitalist family structure. This is not to say that 
all Native Americans subscribe to the same tribal 
structures or that contemporary Indians fully practice 
traditional tribal ways. Few Native peoples today are 
allowed real political autonomy and self-determination. 
[. . .] In essence, however, the tribal model is a 
form of community-building that can accommodate 
socialism, feminism, and environmental protection. In 
an ideal world, tribal members are responsive and 
responsible to one another and the natural environment. 
Acts of violence against women and children do not 
occur in secret and perpetrators are held accountable 
to the rest of the community. 'Pamilia' is not 
dependent upon male-dominance or heterosexual coupling. 
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Elders are respected and women's leadership is 
fostered, not feared. 

c ] 
But it is not an ideal world. [. . .] Nevertheless, 

the present-day values and organized struggles of 
traditional Native communities throughout the Americas 
represent real hope for halting the quickly 
accelerating level of destruction affecting all life on 
this continent. (165-67) 

Moraga is quick to acknowledge that what she proposes an 

idealistic political goal. Anzaldua's use of "mestizaje" as 

a universal metaphor for Chicano indigenousness has inspired 

Moraga's use of the metaphor of a "new Chicano tribe," sin 

fronteras--without racial, cultural, social, sexual, 

gendered, spiritual, or even historical boundaries. Moraga 

wants to have it both ways. On the one hand, she criticizes 

Chicano cultural nationalists for resorting to selective 

memory in their masculinist construction of Aztlan, yet she 

finds no problem in simplifying highly complex Mexican 

Indian, North American Indian, and Chicano histories by 

telling her readers that internally colonized Chicanos, who 

have been denied their tribal history, can justifiably 

reconstruct a Chicano/a tribe, or nation, from historical 

fragments. What is most disturbing about Moraga*s 

collapsing of "nation" and "tribe" is that, despite her 

awareness of the dangers of racialized generalizations and 

despite her arguments in favor of indigenous sovereignty--

especially freedom from the colonizer's "official 

histories"--she still insists upon decontextualizing both 

Mexican Indian and North American Indian cultures. She does 
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this by reinventing them as historically transcendant, by 

not defining what she means by "traditional," and most 

problematically, by apparently promoting a pan-tribalism 

that elides distinct tribal histories. Moraga glosses over 

acknowledging that her approach has long been a problematic 

political strategy for Chicanos because the fact remains 

that many North American Indians continue to fight against 

the appropriation of their traditions--even by other 

29 
Indians. 

What distinguishes Moraga's strategies from previous 

Chicana feminists, including Anzaldua, is that she 

explicitly claims that she is an indigenista, a declaration 

that sets the stage for a new wave of Chicana indigenista 

feminisms such as Ana Castillo's Xicanisma, which is the 

subject of the next chapter. 
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Notes: Chapter Three 

1. Both Norma Alarcon and Yvonne Yarbro-Bejarano have 
made this observation. See Alarcdn, "Chicana Feminism" 
248 and Yarbro-Bejarano, "Gloria Anzaldua's Border1ands" 
5. 

2. See Norma Alarcon, "Chicana's Feminist Literature: 
A Re-Vision Through Malintzin/or Malintzin: Putting Flesh 
Back on the Object," This Bridge Called My Back; Writings 
By Radical Women of Color, ed. Cherrie Moraga and Gloria 
Anzaldua (Watertown Mass.: Persephone Press, 1981) 182-
190, "'What Kind of Lover Have You Made Me Mother?': 
Towards a Theory of Chicanas' Feminism and Cultural 
Identity Through Poetry," Women of Color: Perspectives on 
Feminism and Identity, ed. Audrey T. McCluskey 
(Bloomington: Indiana University, Women's Studies 
Program, 1985) 85-110; "Chicana Feminism: In the Tracks 
of 'The' Native Woman," Cultural Studies 4.3 (October 
1990): 248-256. 

3. This point was emphasized in 1994 by Maria 
Lugones, who began one of her theoretical articles with 
the following note to the reader: "This writing is done 
from within a hybrid imagination, within a recently 
articulate tradition of latina writers who emphasize 
mestizaje and multiplicity as tied to resistant and 
liberatory possibilities. All resemblance between this 
tradition and postmodern literature and philosophy is 
coincidental, though the conditions that underlie both 
may well be significantly tied. The implications of each 
are very different from one another." Maria Lugones, 
"Purity, Impurity, and Separation," Signs: Journal of 
Women in Culture and Society 19.21 (1994): 458-479. 

4. It would be erroneous to claim that no 
individually authored Chicana feminist text existed at 
this time. However, aside from the work published by an 
individual, female American author of Mexican descent 
before the Chicano movement period (roughly 1964-1974), 
very few texts by an individual, self-identified, Chicana 
feminist author were published before 1979. For an 
example of a movimiento period feminist text authored by 
an individual Chicana, see Sylvia A. Gonzales, La Chicana 
Piensa: The Social-Cultural Consciousness of a Mexican-
American Woman (N.p: n.p., 1974). 

5. See Moraga, "Introducci6n," Loving where she 
writes: "I grew white. Fought to free myself from my 
culture's claim on me. It seemed I had to step outside 
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my familia to see what we as a people were doing 
suffering," ii; "mi abuelita ya est4 muriendo my 
lentamente [. . .] . And what goes with her? My claim to 
an internal dialogue where el gringo does not penetrate? 
Su memoria a de noventa y sies anos going back to a time 
where 'nuestra cultura' was not the subject of debate. I 
write this book because we are losing ourselves to the 
gavacho, " iii. 

6. See Lora Romero, "'When Something Goes Queer': 
Familiarity, Formalism, and Minority Intellectuals in the 
1980s," The Yale Journal of Criticism 6.1 (1993) for an 
analysis of Moraga's dissection and subsequent 
autobiographical reinterpretation of the Chicano cultural 
nationalist concept of family. 

7. Saporta Sternbach similarly asserts that Moraga is 
"giving a new and perhaps reclaimed meaning, if such a 
thing is possible, to the word vendida" 55, 

8. For more on the history of racism against Mexicans 
in Texas, see Americo Paredes, With His Pistol in His 
Hand: A Border Ballad and Its Hero (1958; Austin: 
University of Texas, 1994) 26-29, G6mez-Quifiones, Roots 
of Chicano Politics 349, De Leon, They Called Them 
Greasers: Anglo Attitudes Toward Mexicans in Texas, 1821-
1900 (Austin: University of Texas, 1983), and Acxina, 
Occupied America: A History of Chicanos 25. 

9. See Gloria Anzaldua, "Border Crossings," Trivia: A 
Journal of Ideas 1.14 (Spring 1989): 49 where she 
contends that "the style of the Borderlands is a hybrid 
style; poetry, description, essay—we cross genres, cross 
the borders. It's a new poetics. It's a new aesthetics-
And I don't even know if it's new. It's probably not 
new. Because in Canada, the French-Canadians and the 
Anglos have their own kinds of dialect. They're a kind 
of crossing the borders. So the concept is not new: 
what's new is bringing it to the forefront and giving it 
a name. And making it part of the dialogue." For an 
example of another Chicana writer who has adopted the 
aesthetics of the border, see Pat Mora, Nepantia: Essays 
Prom the Land in the Middle (Albuquerque: University of 
New Mexico, 1993). Mexican anthropologist Miguel Leon-
Portilla explains that "nepantia," the Aztec concept of 
remaining locken "in the middle" of clashing cultures, 
reflects the traxima of colonialism, which "[wounded] the 
very values and foundations of the indigenous world." 
See Miguel Leon-Portilla, Endangered Cultures [1976], 
Trans. Julie Goodson-Lawes, (Dallas: Southern Methodist 
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University, 1990) 10-11. Anzaldua briefly uses the term 
"nepantilism," Borderlands 78. 

10. Argentinian philosopher Maria Lugones refers to 
Borderlands as "a work creating a theoretical space for 
resistance." See "On Borderlands/La Frontera: An 
Interpretive Essay," Hypatia 7.4 (Fall 1992): 31. 

11. Emma Perez provides an intriguing analysis of 
Chicana lesbian discourse vis-a-vis theories of strategic 
essentialism in "Irigaray's Female Symbolic in the Making 
of Chicana Lesbian Sitios y Lenguas (Sites and 
Discourses)," The Lesbian Postmodern, ed. Laura Doan (New 
York: Columbia University, 1994) 104-117. 

12. See Quintana's comment on Anzaldua's use of 
indigenismo. Home Girls 127. 

13. Alvina Quintana astutely notes that Borderlands 
"resonates with Susan Griffin's Woman and Nature (New 
York: Harper and Row, 1978)." According to Quintana, 
"each author elects to rewrite Western thought by 
representing matriarchal influences that begin with the 
female relationships to the earth," Home Girls 158. It 
is important to remind the reader here that Anzaldua and 
Griffin participated in the same writers' group in the 
San Francisco Bay area in the 1970s. See Anzaldua, Women 
Writers 33. For a comparative look at Anzaldua and 
Griffin, see Diane P. Freedman, "Writing in the 
Borderlands: The Poetic Prose of Gloria Anzaldua and 
Susan Griffin," Constructing and Reconstructing Gender; 
The Links Among Communication, Language, and Gender, eds. 
Linda A.M. Perry, Lynn H. Turner, and Helen M. Sterk 
(Binghampton: State University of New York, 1992) 211-
217 . 

14. "El Plan Espiritual de Aztlan, El Grito del Norte 
2.9 (July 6, 1969) 5. 

15. Quintana refers to this refashioning of 
nationalism as "Anzaldua's brand of new-age feminist 
nationalism," Home Girls 136. Alarc6n maintains that 
"although [Anzaldua] rejects a masculinist 
ethnonationalism [. . .] she does not totally discard a 
'neonationalism' [. . .] for the reappropriated 
borderlands, Aztlan," "Anzaldua's Frontera" 48. 

16. Goddess worship has existed for centuries. Many 
white American feminists have for decades revived a 
number of Western European Goddess traditions. For 
analyses of the feminist spirituality movement, see 
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Cynthia Eller, Living in the Lap of the Goddess: The 
Feminist Spirituality Movement in America (New York: 
Crossroad, 1993) 186-187 and Mary Ellen Brown, ed. Neo-
Paganism: A Feminist Search for Religious Alternatives 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Womens' Studies Program, 
1988) vii. African American feminists have also 
reclaimed various African fertility icons. See for 
example, Audre Lorde, "An Open Letter to Mary Daly," This 
Bridge Called My Back: Writings By Radical Women of 
Color, ed. Cherrie Moraga and Gloria Anzaldua, 
(Watertown, Mass.: Persephone Press, 1981) 94-97 and 
Angela Davis, "Foreward," I, Tituba, Black Witch of Salem 
by Maryse Conde (Charlottesville: University Press of 
Virginia, 1992) xi-xiii. This political practice has 
generally not received widespread academic legitimacy. 
Critics have charged that practitioners are apolitical or 
elitist, which is why "spiritual feminism" has remained 
primarily a marginal discourse within academia. Brown, 
Neo-Paganism vii. In recent years Chicanas and Native 
American women writers who have invoked the indigenous 
spirituality of their ancestors appear to have been 
granted by some academics more authority as advocates for 
an original matriarchal and matrilineal society. It is 
difficult to pinpoint exactly why native women may be 
considered more "authentic" spokespersons; however, one 
possible reason may be that cultural stereotypes about 
native women and their proximity to nature and the 
healing arts remain a part of the public imagination 
about Indians. See Berkhofer 72. 

17. For an example of a strikingly different take on 
the history of the 1848 U.S. annexation of Mexico's 
northern territory, see Joe S. Sando, Pueblo Nations: 
Eight Centuries of Pueblo Indian History. (Santa Fe: 
Clear Light Publishers, 1992). For an extensive 
discussion of American Indian self-determination, see 
Vine Deloria, Jr., The Nations Within: The Past and 
Future of American Indian Sovereignty (New York: 
Pantheon, 1984) and the essays in the following 
collections: Donald L. Fixico, Rethinking American Indian 
History (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico, 1997) and 
Jo Carrillo, Readings in American Indian Law: Recalling 
the Rhythm of Survival (Philadelphia: Temple University 
Press, 1998). 

18. See Almaguer, "Ideological Distortions" 7-28, 
Saragoza, "Recent Chicano Historiography" 1-78, Gonzalez 
and Fernandez, "Chicano History" 83 and Nelson Limerick, 
The Legacy of Conquest. Especially her chapter entitled 
"America the Borderland" 222-258. 
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19. "This is my own 'take off on Jose Vasconcelos," 
Anzaldua, "La conciencia," Borderlands 97 

20. For a brief overview of the criticism on 
VasconcelOS *s theories on race, see Didier T. Jaen, 
"Introduction," The Cosmic Race/La Raza Cosmica by Jose 
Vasconcelos (1925; Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University, 
1997) xvii-iii. See also Nicandro F. Juarez, "Jose 
Vasconcelos and La Raza Cosmica," Aztlan 3.1 (1973): 51-
75. 

21. See Jose Vasconcelos, The Cosmic Race/La Raza 
Cosmica, Trans. Didier T. Jaen. (1925; Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University, 1997), who theorizes that "the 
Yankees will end up building the last great empire of a 
single race, the final empire of White supremacy. 
Meanwhile, we will continue to suffer the vast chaos of 
an ethnic stock in formation, contaminated by the 
fermentation of all types, but secure of the avatar into 
a better race. ... In order to come near this sublime 
purpose, it is necessary to keep on creating, so to 
speak, the cellular tissue which will serve as the flesh 
and support of this new biological formation. In order 
to create that Protean, malleable, profound, ethereal, 
and essential tissue, it will be necessary for the Ibero-
American race to permeate itself with its mission and 
embrace it as a mysticism. . . . [The Ibero-American 
process toward civilization resembles] the profound 
scherzo of a deep and infinite symphony: Voices that 
bring accents from Atlantis; depths contained in the 
pupil of the red man, who knew so much, so many thousand 
years ago, and now seems to have forgotten everything. 
His soul resembles the old Mayan cenote [natural well or 
cavern] of green waters, laying deep and still, in the 
middle of the forest, for so many centuries since, that 
not even its legend remains any more. This infinite 
quietude is stirred with the drop put in our blood by the 
Black, eager for sensual joy, intoxicated with dances and 
unbridled lust. There also appears the Mongol, with the 
mystery of his slanted eyes that see everything according 
to a strange angle, and discover I know not what folds 
and newer dimension. The clear mind of the White, that 
resembles his skin and his dreams, also intervenes. 
Judaic striae hidden within the Castilian blood since the 
days of the cruel expulsion now reveal themselves, along 
with Arabian melancholy, as a reminder of the sickly 
Muslim sensuality, 18-20. 

22. Critics have noted an ever-present anti-Indianist 
slant in Vasconcelos work—especially in his 1937 Breve 
Historia de Mexico in which he praises the conquest of 
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Mexico. See Jaen xiii-xviii. For a positive review of 
Vasconcelos theory of the Cosmic race, see Nancy Stepan, 
"The Hour of Eugenics": Race, Gender and Ifation in Latin 
America (Ithaca: Cornell University, 1991) 145-53. 

23. Judith Raiskin is among the very few critics who 
have at least briefly examined the influence of 
VasconcelOS's theory of the Cosmic race upon Anzaldua's 
theory of the new mestiza. Although she correctly groups 
Vasconcelos among others who reinscribe nineteenth-
century racialist and heterosexist discourse, like 
Anzaldua, she does not explicitly assess his anti-
Indianist stance. In her intriguing analysis, however, 
Raiskin argues that "Anzaldua allows homosexuality and 
mixed-race identity to reflect on each other by using and 
reworking the language of nineteenth-century evolutionary 
theory. Her use is not a capitulation to the racism and 
heterosexism inherent in that discourse; rather, she 
forces a recognition of the metaphorical, even fantastic, 
elements of this language. [. . .] Anzaldua centers her 
arguments on a strain of essentialism that at first might 
seem dangerous. Rather than rejecting the Darwinian 
language of evolution outright, she quite easily refers 
to 'blood' and 'genetic streams' but turns the language 
of its head [. . .] 159-60. "Inverts and Hybrids: 
Lesbian Rewritings of Sexual and Racial Identity," The 
Lesbian Postmodern, ed. Laura Doan (New York: Columbia 
University, 1994) 156-72. 

24. See Patti Blanco, "Interview With Gloria 
Anzaldua," University of Arizona Poetry Center Newsletter 
16 (November 1991): 4-5. 

25. See Quintana's comparison between Anzaldua and 
Alurista in Home Girls 128. 

26. I use "queer" here as would the authors, but it 
should be noted that the use of this term as a designated 
theoretical category as well as a synomym for "lesbian" 
or "gay" is a much contested subject within academic 
discourse. See Annamarie Jagose, Queer Theory; An 
Introduction (New York: New York University, 1996). 

27. See Perez-Torres, "Refiguring Aztlan" 17 for a 
critique of Moraga's reconceptualization of Chicano 
cultural nationalism. 

28. In his analysis of nationalist movements, Benedict 
Anderson argues that "more and more 'second-generation' 
nationalists, in the Americas and elsewhere, learned to 
speak 'for' dead people with whom it was impossible or 
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undesirable to establish a linguistic connection. This 
reversed ventriloquism helped to open the way for a 
selfconscious indigenismo, especially in the southern 
Americas. At the edge: Mexicans speaking in Spanish 
'for' pre-Columbian 'Indian' civilizations whose 
languages they do not understand 198-99. 

29. See Ward Churchill, "Spiritual Hucksterism: The 
Rise of the Plastic Medicine Men," From A Native Son; 
Selected Essays on Indigenism, 1985-1995 (Boston: South 
End, 1996) 355-366. 
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Chapter Four 
Xicana Nation: Indigenista Feminist Discourse, 
Pan-Tribalism, and Transnational Feminisms 

Many tribal people see the connection between this 
world and the other one as an actuality, even in the 
midst of modern environmental disaster and material 
secularism. [Their] stories bear witness to their 
ancient faith and let us know that the spirits, the 
supernaturals, goddesses, gods, and holy people still 
have a hand in human affairs. 

--Paula Gunn Allen, "Preface," Grandmothers of the 
Light: A Medicine Woman's Sourcebook (1991). 

Chicana feminist authors such as Sandra Cisneros, 

Denise Chavez, Helena Maria Viramontes, and Ana Castillo 

made literary history in the 1990s by breaking through the 

barriers that have prevented Chicanas from entering the 

mainstream publishing world. Norton and Random House are 

among the publishers that have recognized the mass appeal of 

Chicana storytelling (Herrera-Sobek and Viramontes 1). In 

light of these publishing feats, the work of Chicana writers 

has been reviewed by widely distributed American magazines 

such as Glamour, Vanity Fair, Hispanic, and the recently 

successful Latina. And with the growing popularity of the 

Internet, one can find the names of these Chicana authors 

listed, along with countless others, on several websites 

dedictated to promoting Chicana feminist literature and 

culture.^ Among the major Chicana writers, however, 

Castillo is the only one who has followed the lead of Moraga 

and Anzaldua and written a collection of semi-

autobiographical essays on Chicana feminism. 

In Massacre of the Dreamers; Essays on Xicanisma 
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(1994), Castillo's reinterpretation of Mexican Indian 

women's history challenges neo-colonialist erasures of 

Chicana voices and experiences. Echoing American Indian 

feminist Paula Gunn Allen's theory of indigenous 

gynocentrism, Castillo asserts that Chicanas are currently 

positioned to reclaim an authentic, woman-centered 

indigenous heritage. This indigenista feminist theme is 

not unique, of course. Both Moraga and Anzaldua have 

theorized from mestiza and emergent "tribal" perspectives 

since the early 1980s. In the 1990s, the concept of 

feminist pan-tribal ism has firmly taken root in Moraga's 

work. Given that indigenismo was so significant to Chicano 

cultural nationalist discourse and that much of the 

oppositional Chicana feminist writing during the late 1960s 

and early 1970s grew out of el movimiento, the evidence of 

indigenista feminism in the work of contemporary writers 

like Moraga, Anzaldua, and Castillo \indeniably demonstrates 

the pervasiveness of indigenismo in Chicano and Chicana 

poetics and politics at this historical moment. 

Castillo is among countless urban Chicana and Chicano 

activists, such as Luis Valdez in the 1960s and '70s and 

Moraga in the 1980s, whose political work included 

organizing alliances between diverse members of la Raza 

within the United States. As with many Chicano and Chicana 

artists before her, Castillo makes very little distinction 

between the realms of literature and political discourse. 
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Born in Chicago in the early 1950s, Castillo developed into 

a creative and artistic individual at a very early age. She 

began writing when she was just nine years old, shortly 

after the death of her paternal grandmother. Castillo 

claims that rather than grieving the death of her curandera 

grandmother, she found herself "possessed suddenly to 

compose from a place so deep within [that] it felt like the 

voice of an ancestor embedded in a recessive gene" (My 

Father xv). In the mid-1970s, Castillo studied painting, 

drawing, and secondary education at Northeastern Illinois 

University. The intense racism and sexism that she 

encountered in the university environment, however, left her 

disallusioned and reluctant to pursue a career in art. She 

turned instead to writing poetry. As a young woman during 

the height of el movimiento, Castillo began her writing 

career the way many Chicanos and Chicanas did during that 

period: as a political activist and social protest poet. 

She has never studied creative writing and consistently 

avoids any formal training. Castillo claims that since her 

college years when Anglo instructors strongly discouraged 

her from pursuing a career in the arts (Castillo, "Interview 

with Binder" 29), she has become determined never to allow 

anyone in power to stifle her creativity (Castillo, My 

Father xvii-xviii; Castillo "MELUS" 133). 

Early on in her career, Castillo strongly supported the 

United Farm Workers in California and Puerto Rican activists 
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in New York (Castillo, My Father xix). During the 1970s, 

she collaborated with a variety of activist groups, 

including the Chicago-based Association of Latino 

Brotherhood of Artists and El Movimiento Artistico Chicano 

(Kanellos 127), yet she found herself at odds with the male-

defined politics of these groups (Castillo, My Father xx). 

Castillo supported herself throughout this period by 

lecturing in Ethnic Studies, Political Science, History, 

Sociology, Anthropology, and English as a Second Language at 

various colleges and universities in Chicago and the San 

Francisco Bay area. By the end of the 1970s, she enrolled 

in the graduate division of Social Science at the University 

of Chicago and went on to earn a Master of Arts in Latin 

American and Caribbean Studies ("Guide to" 2; Castillo, 

"Interview with Binder" 29). 

By the late 1980s, after Castillo had published several 

chapbooks and her first novel, she became part of a 

prominent community of Chicana feminist artists and 

intellectuals in San Francisco that included Moraga, Norma 

Alarcon, and Yvonne Yarbro-Bejarano. Castillo was in 

constant dialogue with these Chicana feminist thinkers 

throughout these years. She was soon co-editing Chicana 

feminist publications with Moraga, co-founding the literary 

magazine Third Woman with Alarcon, and co-translating This 

Bridge Called My Back into Spanish. She also began 

compiling research on Mesoamerican cultures and the conquest 
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of Mexico for the manuscript that would become Massacre of 

the Dreamers ("Guide to" 2; Castillo, "MELUS" 137-148). 

Castillo earned her Ph.D. in American Studies from the 

University of Bremen, Germany in 1991. She claims that this 

institution was more receptive than American universities to 

the radical themes that she addresses in Massacre of the 

Dreamers, a work which became her doctoral dissertation 

(Castillo, Massacre ix-x). 

Castillo wrote a collection of essays to "find some 

common ground" upon which Chicanas could construct their 

feminism ("MELUS" 137). In much of Massacre of the 

Dreamers, the author traces historical similarities between 

the histories of Chicanas, Mexicanas, North American Indian, 

and Latin American women. One of the strongest connections 

among these women that Castillo establishes throughout the 

book is their shared history of colonization and 

exploitation. Sustaining the metaphor of healing that 

dominates the work of Moraga and Anzaldua, Castillo argues 

that when indigenous women reclaim the wisdom and spiritual 

power of their female ancestors, they access the power to 

heal the deep wounds created by colonialism.^ 

Literary critics praise Castillo's early poetry for its 

path-breaking style and content and for the political 

incisiveness that she contributes to Chicana feminist 

thought. Castillo began exploring the subject of Chicana 

sexuality in the mid-1970s, a politically active time when 
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many Chicanos and Chicanas considered speaking and writing 

openly about Chicana sexual desire and self-determination a 

"politically risky" move (Alarcon, "The Sardonic Powers" 

96). Other critics also credit the author for skillfully 

enacting the concept of the borderlands and mestiza 

consciousness in such later works as her collection of 

poetry entitled My Father Was a Toltec (1988) and in her 

first two novels The Mixguiahuala Letters (1986) and 

Sapagonia (1990) (Yarbro-Bejarano, "The Multiple Subject" 

65-66)J 

While criticism of Castillo's work has been 

overwhelmingly positive, at least one critic takes issue 

with her representation of indigenismo. Rosaura Sanchez, a 

noted literary and cultural critic as well as a social 

linguistics scholar, remains cautious about Chicana feminist 

writing that "prioritize[s] the cultural and discursive as 

the sites of political and cultural struggle" 

("Reconstructing" 350). Sanchez's commentary encourages us 

to redirect our attention to an important issue that 

Castillo, Moraga, and Anzaldua have raised and grappled with 

in their writing, but have yet to resolve. The questions 

their works raise are these: how can Chicana feminist 

theorists--women who often have much invested in academia 

despite their allegiances to their working-class origins--

use their writing to form alliances with working-class 

Chicanas whose lives do not allow them access to the academy 
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and its feminist theoretical discourses? How can Chicana 

feminist theory enable transcultural and transnational 

alliances among these groups of women without "casting 

contextual and historical factors into the background and 

reducing historical struggles to discursive struggles" 

(Sanchez, "Reconstructing" 351)? These are not simple 

questions to answer. Contrary to what Sanchez suggests, 

throughout Massacre of the Dreamers, Castillo does attempt 

to recontextualize the origins of Chicana feminism as 

working class and community-based. Like Anzaldua and 

Moraga, Castillo goes to great lengths to distance herself 

from academia and the discourse of "high" theory. Despite 

these efforts, Castillo's notariety as a Chicana feminist 

writer and thinker places her in a position similar to 

Anzaldua. Appropriations of their work by literary and 

cultural critics are difficult to avoid, however, 

particularly at this historical juncture when Chicanas and 

Chicanos remain marginalized in the academy while more and 

more academics entrench mestiza and border theory further 

into mainstream critical discourse.^ 

Castillo's book represents her contribution to the 

ongoing tradition of historical and cultural analysis that 

characterizes Chicana feminist discourse. The book includes 

ten essays that address several issues that she believes are 

crucial to confront if we are to comprehend the lives of 

contemporary Chicanas: reclaiming a feminist history of 
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indigenous women of the Americas, establishing global 

political activism, asserting self-determination, engaging 

in working-class, feminist community-building projects, re

establishing the healing and spiritual traditions of 

indigenous ancestors, and reasserting indigenismo from a 

woman-centered perspective. Although Castillo firmly 

rejects nationalism for its "territorial invasions, ethnic 

divisions, racist contempt for others, and ongoing 

oppression of women," (Massacre 226) we cannot ignore the 

following: 1) that her recuperation of indigenismo is a 

political and aesthetic practice that has long been 

associated with Mexican and Chicano cultural nationalisms 

and 2) that Castillo's work continues feminist discursive 

traditions that began with the earliest movimiento-period 

Chicana writers, women whose indigenista practices were 

closely linked, however ambivalently, to a loyalty to 

Chicano cultural nationalism. 

Castillo acknowledges the strained relationship that 

many politically active women of Mexican descent have had 

with the nationalist politics of el movimiento and with the 

second wave, predominantly white and middle-class American 

feminist movement. And although she does use the terms 

"Chicana" and "Chicana feminism" in each of the essays in 

Massacre of the Dreamers, Castillo's preference for using 

the ethnic labels "Mexic Amerindian," "mestiza" and "Xicana" 

and the noun "Xicanisma" underscores an indigenista tactic 
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of emphasizing the shared history of colonialism, 

"indigenous blood" and "source[s] of spirituality" that 

define Chicana and Mexicana identity (Massacre 10). The 

political tactic of using the term "Xicanisma" to emphasize 

racial, class, and spiritual similarities among raza women 

also represents Castillo's desire to align herself 

politically with "women of Mexican descent in the nineties" 

who embrace feminist and women-centered ideals, but who also 

remain reluctant to self-identify as "Chicana" or "feminist" 

(Massacre 10). These rhetorical strategies show that 

Castillo shares the same desire as Moraga and Anzaldua to 

promote inclusivity among indigenous women. 

Castillo's desire to anchor her Xicana feminist 

politics to the assumption that each of these groups of 

indigenous women--Mexican Indian, Mexicana, Chicana, Latina 

Americana, and North American Indian--share historical and 

cultural experiences is reflective of the pan-Indianist 

themes that dominate the recent work of several prominent 

Chicana feminist thinkers. Native peoples from a variety of 

tribal communities have practiced pan-Indianism since the 

late 1800s (Vizenor 105). Pan-Indianists establish 

strategic political, artistic, or ceremonial alliances among 

a variety of native peoples for the purpose of establishing 

the sovereignty and maintaining the cultural integrity of 

distinct American Indian tribal communities. Contemporary 

Chicana indigenista strategic assertions of a pan-tribal, or 
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pan-Indian identity in the face of neo-colonialist 

aggression bears a strong similarity to the practice of 

transnational feminism that is advocated by Grewal and 

Caplan, who argue that the goal of transnational feminist 

practices "is to compare multiple, overlapping, and discrete 

oppressions rather than to construct a theory of hegemonic 

oppression under a unifed category of gender" (17-18).® In 

Massacre of the Dreamers, Castillo's feminist goals appear 

influenced by each of these socio-political and post-

colonial ideologies. Yet questions remain. Can Xicanisma 

offer Chicanas and other indigenous women the theoretical 

language and political tools that will enable them to 

achieve self-determination? And, perhaps more importantly, 

can Xicanisma offer a route to Chicana sexual and spiritual 

liberation without replicating the problematic 

historiographic and universalizing representations of 

indigenous women's culture that characterize Chicano 

cultural nationalist discourse? 

There are three key principles of Xicanisma that 

Castillo outlines in Massacre of the Dreamers. Each of 

these principles harken back to Chicano cultural nationalist 

discourse as well as the indigenista discourse of Chicana 

feminists of the 1970s. Castillo's principles of Xicanisma 

are also infused with theoretical language that reveals the 

influence of Moraga and Anzaldua. First, Castillo rejects 

what she calls the "theoretical abstractions" of Chicana 
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feminism that exist in academic discourse. She prefers a 

Xicana feminism that is situated in working-class Chicano 

and Chicana communities (10). She argues that a working-

class-based Xicana feminism has more revolutionary potential 

simply because the vast majority of Chicano and Chicanas in 

the United States come from and remain in the lower- and 

working-classes and are not adequately represented in the 

academy (2-3).' Xicanistas, according to Castillo, are 

activists (93) first who "work for the common good of their 

ethnic community" (43-7, 88). In Castillo's paradigm, for 

example, curanderas (145) would qualify as community 

activists. 

It is highly probable that Castillo's political values 

were influenced by her personal experiences as a child of 

working-class parents coupled with her years of experience 

working up to twenty different jobs while establishing 

herself as a writer (Castillo, "MELUS" 134). Like the 

pioneering Chicana feminists of el movimiento as well as 

Chicana feminists of the 1980s, Castillo argues that many 

Chicanas have resisted "mainstream" feminism because of its 

ties to middle- and upper-class white culture (10, 110). 

As an alternative to white feminism, Castillo instead 

proposes a feminist model that privileges and reinterprets 

the historical significance of indigenous Mexican female 

ancestors, arguing that "Xicanistas [. . .] [must] reclaim 

[their] indigenismo," (12) "unearth the female indigenous 
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consciousness," (16, 87-8, 95, 101) and "reawake[n] [their] 

female indigenous energies" (146). And lastly, echoing 

Anzaldua and Moraga, Castillo argues that Xicanistas must 

expand the parameters of Chicana feminist discourse by 

disrupting the rigid codes of sexuality within Mexicano and 

Chicano culture more explicitly than Chicana feminists have 

in the past (139-40). These last points emphasizes how 

Castillo's Xicana feminism is transnational: she is clearly 

attempting to develop a Chicana feminism that reveals the 

complex range of Chicana sexuality and spirituality that 

exists within different generations of women and, in So Far 

Prom God, Castillo's most recent novel (1993), she 

constructs a model of this diversity within a small 

community of Chicanas in Aztlan. 

Xicana Feminist Theory and Indlgenista Healing Practices 

The spiritual practices of many Chicanas emerge from a 
purposeful integration of their creative inner 
resources and the diverse cultural influences that feed 
their souls and their psyches. Accepting their 
estrangement from Christianity, whether protestant or 
Catholic (and their wounded souls), many Christians 
(re)turn to an indigena-inspired spirituality, learn to 
trust their own senses and bodies, recreate traditional 
cultural practices, and look to non-Western 
phi 1osophies--al1 of which offers us a (re)connection 
to our selves, our spirits, and to the ongoing process 
of creating nuestra familia. As they journey on paths 
previously prohibited by patriarchal religions, 
Chicanas define for themselves what images, rituals, 
myths, and deities nourish and give expression to their 
deepest values. 

--Lara Medina, "Los Espiritus Siguen Hablando: 
Chicana Spiritualities," (1998). 
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On August 12, 1896 over 60 Yaqui Indians stormed the 

Mexican customs house at the D.S.-Mexican border town of 

Nogales, Sonora. Protesting years of broken promises, the 

razing of their homeland, and the displacement of their 

people, these Mexican Indian men and women revolted against 

the Mexican government, shouting "Viva la Santa de Cabora!" 

(hurrah for the Saint of Cabora!) as they charged. In the 

end, Mexican weaponry proved too powerful for the Yaquis. 

Many died there in Nogales. And on the bodies of the dead 

revolutionaries, eyewitnesses claimed they saw photographs 

of the curandera Teresita pinned over their hearts (Larralde 

63) 

Q 
From 1877 to 1911, Mexican dictator Porfirio Diaz's 

campaigns to appropriate Mexican Indian land confronted 

countless indigenous revolts from Chiapas to the northern 

frontera (U.S.-Mexican borderlands). The revolutionary 

cause of these indigenous groups, some who called themselves 

the "Teresitas" was inspired by a young woman named Teresita 

Urrea, a Tehueco Indian curandera.^® History and legend 

shows that Teresita's healing hands extended far beyond the 

ailing bodies of indigenous Mexican Indians who sought the 

comfort of her touch and herbal remedies. I begin my 

reading of Ana Castillo's 1993 novel So Far Prom God with an 

anecdote about the Teresita movement because her stories 

represent the synthesis of indigenous folk spirituality and 

transnational indigenous politics that Castillo asserts is 



285 

an integral part of contemporary Xicanisma. Castillo's 

novel and her 1994 essay collection each demonstrate how 

Chicana literary and political discourse remains a forum for 

Chicana indigenista feminist ideologies. 

Castillo's work continues an ideological trend that 

began in Chicana feminist literary and political discourse 

in 1969 with Enriqueta Longeaux y Vasquez's criticism of 

sexism in el movimiento. Both in her novel and collection 

of essays, Castillo argues that by reclaiming indigenous 

ritual practices and reinventing them for contemporary 

political purposes, Chicanas can transform their 

victimization into spiritual, political, and sexual power. 

As I have documented in chapters One, Two, and Three, 

indigenismo has significantly influenced Chicano literature 

and political discourse since 1964 and Chicana literary and 

political discourse since the height of el movimiento. 

Chicana indigenista feminist discourse exhibits a variety of 

rhetorical strategies that range from implied to explicit 

indigenismo. During el movimiento, not every Chicana 

identified herself as a feminist, nor did every Chicana use 

indigenista imagery and symbolism in her poetry or prose. 

Very often, however, Chicana feminist writers during this 

historical juncture went to great lengths to justify their 

political battles as a cultural right through indigenous 

inheritance. For example, in their poetry and essays, 

Chicanas such as Adelaida Del Castillo reinterpreted Aztec 
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and other indigenous women's social and cultural practices 

as "feminist" models of resistance. In other instances, 

Chicanas legitimized their struggles for social justice and 

respect within el mcvimiento by strategically embedding in 

their arguments images of indigenous female heroes from pre-

Columbian society and the Mexican Revolution. 

Chicana indigenista feminism challenges the 

representations of race, class, gender, spirituality, and 

sexuality within male-dominated Chicano cultural nationalist 

discourse. Privileging indigeniswo and revising the 

histories of Mexican Indian women allows Chicana feminist 

writers such as Castillo to construct a history of Chicana 

feminism that originates in pre-conquest indigenous icons 

and symbols of female power. Several components of 

Xicanisma are symbolized in So Far From God by the figure of 

the curandera, who links the traditions of indigenous folk 

spirituality and rituals with revolutionary politics and 

activism on both sides of the U.S.-Mexico border. 

Curanderas, and not always curanderos, symbolize Xicanisma 

because of their commitment to healing within Chicano and 

Chicana communities. Xicanistas, according to Castillo, 

adopt the folk spirituality and ritual cures of the 

curandera and then apply the model of ritual healing to the 

"healing" of their feminist political consciousness. 

So Far From God is the story of a working-class Chicana 

family of five living in the New Mexican town of Tome--the 
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place of broken promises.^* Throughout the novel, each woman 

is betrayed or violently attacked by various institutions or 

individuals, often the men they love or trust. The women 

eventually learn to heal themselves and their community with 

rituals that range from curanderismo (folk healing) to 

political activism. In the novel, two characters embody 

different aspects of Xicanisma: Dona Felicia, the mestiza 

(60) curandera, who represents indigenous Mexican female 

ancestors, and Caridad, her apprentice and one of the four 

daughters central to the story, who represents the new 

generation of Xicanistas. 

Dona Felicia, a respected curandera in the community, 

is a walking testament to the history of Xicanisma--which, 

Castillo believes, is a feminist practice that connects 

12 curanderas in the United States to feminists and soldaderas 

in revolutionary Mexico, to colonial Mexicanas, and finally 

to pre-conquest Mexican Indian women. 

Dona Felicia is an eccentric and very old curandera, 

whose colorful life has taken her from the front lines of 

the Mexican Revolution as a soldadera, where she cared for 

her husband and children, to the United States Army as a 

nurse, where she served in Europe during World War II (61). 

During a conversation in which she promises to teach Caridad 

the art of curanderismo, Dona Felicia recalls her days as a 

soldadera and nurse in Emiliano Zapata's army. In the midst 

of their conversation, Caridad asks: 
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"'You know how to set bones?' [. . .] 

"'Of course I do! [Dona Felicia replies.] That was 
what I did during the Revolucion! I put more soldados 
back together and sent them back to work in their 
fields than I can remember! I set bones, I removed 
bullets, and more importantly, I gave them courage!' 
(55) 

Dona Felicia's association with the Mexican Revolution is 

significant to Castillo's theory of Xicanisma. First, 

soldaderas almost always came from the rural and lower-

classes (Macias 40). Most served as cooks and nurses for 

the revolutionary soldiers, but a few of these women 

actually rose to the rank of colonel and led men into battle 

(Macias 42-3). Second, Dona Felicia was a follower of 

Zapata, whose Zapatistas, much like the Teresitas, battled 

against Porfirio Diaz on behalf of Mexican Indian land 

rights. Zapata was so directly associated with indigenous 

rights that, for many in Mexico, including some Mexicana 

feminists during this Mexican historical period, Zapata's 

was "the most authentic voice of revolutionary Mexico, of 

Indian Mexico, and of village Mexico" (Macias 28). 

By constructing Xicanisma as primarily indigenous, 

Castillo creates a more authentic space where feminism is 

way of life for working poor Chicanas. This emphasis on the 

indigenous, therefore, problematizes any attempts to exclude 

working-class women from discussions of Chicana feminist 

practices, for by Castillo's definition, working-class women 

already practice indigenous feminism in their healing 
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rituals, in their cultivation of the land, and in their 

community-buiIding and activism. Further, since many female 

ancestors of Chicanas have worked as healers and 

revolutionaries throughout history, Castillo might very well 

argue that they have always practiced indigenista feminism. 

In Castillo's world, contemporary Chicanas are the 

descendents of these indigenous women. The next generation 

of Xicanistas is represented by Caridad. 

Early in the novel, Caridad is violently attacked by a 

malogra, or evil spirit that lurks in the dark of night 

(Cobos 104). The tone of the narrator's description of the 

event is ominous: 

And they three knew that it wasn't a man with a face 
and a name who had attacked and left Caridad mangled 
like a run-down rabbit. Nor two or three men. That 
was why she had never been able to give no information 
to the police. 

It was not a stray and desparate coyote either, but a 
thing both tangible and amorphous. A thing that might 
be described as made of sharp metal and splintered 
wood, of limestone, gold, and brittle parchment. It 
held the weight of a continent and was indelible as 
ink, centuries old and yet as strong as a young wolf. 
It had no shape and was darker than the dark night, and 
mostly, as Caridad would never ever forget, it was pure 
force. (32-3, 77) 

According to Ruben Cobos in A Dictionary of New Mexico and 

Southern Colorado Spanish, a malogra is usually said "to 

appear in the form of a rolling ball of cotton" and usually 

"terrorizes the unfortunate ones who wander alone at night" 

(Cobos 104). Castillo's description of the malogra that 

visciously attacks Caridad appears curious upon a first 
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reading. However, Castillo's revision of the legend of la 

malogra as an evil spirit made of objects such as sharp 

metal, splintered wood, limestone, gold, and brittle 

parchment, reveal objects that are associated with the 

violence of the conquest of the Americas and its aftermath, 

issues at the core of Chicana feminist politics and 

indigenous resistance. 

For Castillo, Xicana feminism, much like the theory of 

the new mestiza, has the power to "heal" the wounds of 

conquest and colonization and to provide tactics of 

resistance to neo-colonial oppression. After Caridad heals 

herself by "pure will" (55), Dona Felicia realizes Caridad's 

power is even stronger than her own; she believes Caridad is 

"destined to help people as even [. . .] trained doctors and 

nurses [. . .] can't do" (55). Acknowledging the strength 

of indigenous healing--simply another form of indigenous 

resistance in Castillo's paradigm--the curandera announces 

that "[e]verything we need for healing is found in our 

natural surroundings," (62) and she says this while holding 

out her hands--"those two wrinkly instruments of ancient 

medical technology"--with palms facing Caridad (62) as if 

testifying, like Teresita, to centuries of indigenous 

women's healing and resistance to colonial oppression. 

Caridad studies and listens as Dona Felicia describes 

each herb and remedio (remedy) in detail (65). But not long 

after her apprenticeship begins, Caridad mysteriously 
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disappears until one day a group of Penitentes, or members 

of a Roman Catholic brotherhood of penitents, find her 

living in a cave in the Sangre de Crista (Blood of Christ) 

Mountains in New Mexico.Shortly after her "discovery," 

word of Caridad's reappearance spreads throughout the 

Southwest. Amazed by this miracle, the locals rename her La 

Armitai5a, or the hermit (Cobos 120). Scores of Catholics, 

Pueblo Indians, and other inhabitants of the region make 

pilgrimages to her cave hoping for a cure, a blessing, or 

forgiveness (72, 87). The story of Caridad's emergence from 

the Sangre de Cristas inspires many to interpret the miracle 

and to tell her legend: 

The word had even gotten as far as Sonora to Yaqui 
land. The stories grew until some began to say that 
she was the ghost of Lozen, Warm Springs Apache mystic 
woman warrior, sister of the great chief Victorio who 
had vowed 'to make war against the white man forever.' 
And Lozen, among the last thirty-eight warriors, was 
the only woman. It was Lozen who alerted the others 
when the enemy approached, being warned herself first 
by the tingling of her palms and her hands turning 
purple. (88)" 

Castillo's skillful manipulation of the discursive space of 

storytelling and Southwest folklore enables her to align 

Chicanas not only with Mexicanas, but as this example shows, 

with American Indian women. In Massacre of the Dreamers, 

Castillo explicitly aligns the racial history of Chicanas 

and American Indian women when she states that: "the 

ancestors of many [Chicanos/as] are from the Southwest 

United States and were not solely Spanish or Mexican but 
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also Amerindian" (2-3). As a manifestation of the legendary 

Apache woman Lozen, Caridad's ability to forsee danger 

resembles what Chicana feminist Anzaldua would call "la 

facultad," a sixth sense, or survival tactic more highly 

developed in mestizas (Borderlands 38) and, in this context, 

Xicanistas. In the above passage, the syncretization of 

Chicana and Apache folk tales works as an analogue of the 

complexity of mestizaje among indigenous peoples of the 

Southwest. In conflating indigenous women's rituals and 

folklore in this manner, Castillo attempts to further 

develop Xicanisma as a transnational and transcultural 

feminist ideology. Yet, as she continues to weave together 

her revised histories of Chicanas and North American Indian 

women, her strategy becomes problematic. 

The story of Caridad's relationship with an Acoma 

Pueblo woman, Esmeralda, reveals a weakness in Castillo's 

ideological agenda. Throughout the novel, Caridad is 

overwhelmed by her obsession with Esmeralda. Yet, rather 

than explicitly describing the relationship between the 

women as sexual, Castillo, taking cues from Moraga and 

Anzaldua, creates an ambiguous spiritual alliance between 

the women that transcends sexuality. 

In their final scene together, Esmeralda drives Caridad 

to her mother's home at Acoma Pueblo. Their intention is to 

escape from a stalker, a penitente who has raped Esmeralda, 

but when they see the man watching them from the crowd of 
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tourists, they run and leap off of the mesa together. The 

crowd rushes to the edge to get a closer look: 

But much to all their surprise, there were no morbid 
remains of splintered bodies tossed to the ground, 
down, down, like bad pottery or glass or old bread. 
There weren't even whole bodies lying peaceful. There 
was nothing. 

Just the spirit diety Tsichtinako calling loudly with 
a voice like wind, guiding the two women back, not out 
toward the sun's rays or up to the clouds but down, 
deep within the soft, moist dark earth where Esmeralda 
and Caridad would be safe and live forever. (211) 

In their escape from the material world of male violence, 

Caridad and Esmeralda also exchange the rigid codes of 

female sexuality and motherhood that still exist within 

Chicano and Mexicano culture for the "nonviolent" world of 

Pueblo myth and legend. This scene invokes the Pueblo 

figure of Grandmother Spider and revises the legend of a 

young girl and her grandmother who leaped off Enchanted Mesa 

at Acoma.^® Much like Paula Gunn Allen's idealistic pan-

Indian interpretations of indigenous women's culture, 

Castillo's interpretation here of indigenous feminism begins 

and ends with the mythological and the spiritual. It is 

17 
likely that Castillo as Xicanista, as curandera, attempts 

to construct a transnational indigenous feminist alliance 

between Chicanas and American Indian women--specifical 1 y 

Pueblo women--because she is aware of the history of racial 

and cultural mestizaje among Pueblos and Mexicans in New 

Mexico. Yet, as in the theoretical work of Moraga and 

Anzaldua, Castillo's romantic literary interpretation elides 
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the cultural, political, and racial tensions that have 

existed between Chicana feminists and American Indian women 

across the country since the mid-1960s. The form of the 

novel allows Castillo an "historical" specificity that the 

theory alone does not. 

While few would deny that feminist alliances between 

Chicanas and American Indian women can be politically 

powerful, the alliances that Castillo creates in her novel 

are embedded with historical complexities that stretch far 

beyond the the realm of fiction. Castillo ignores that, 

although several American Indian women during the civil 

rights era identified themselves as feminists, most 

traditional American Indian women who were involved in 

indigenous political activism during this historical period 

resisted and today continue to resist aligning themselves 

]0 
with any feminist movement. The anti-feminist criticism 

that one finds in writing by movimiento-period Chicana 

loyalists reverberates in the essay "American Indian Women 

at the Center of Indigenous Resistance in Contemporary North 

America" (1992) by American Indian activist and scholar M. 

Annette Jaimes. Literary critics would be wise to consider 

the author's warning that 

those who have most openly identified themselves as 
["feminist"] have tended to be among the more 
assimilated of Indian women activists, generally 
accepting of the colonialist ideology that indigenous 
nations are now legitimate sub-parts of the U.S. 
geopolitical corpus rather than separate nations, that 
Indian people are now a minority within the overall 
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population rather than the citizenry of their own 
distinct nations. Such Indian women activists are 
therefore usually more devoted to 'civil rights' than 
to liberation per se. Native American women who are 
more genuinely sovereigntist in their outlook have 
proven themselves far more dubious about the potentials 
offered by feminist politics and alliances. (James 331-
32) 

In an analysis of American Indian women's history, another 

Native scholar, Devon A. Mihesuah, explains that historical 

and literary representations of indigenous women far too 

often essentialize Native women's culture. She concurs with 

Jaimes and adds that "American Indian women are especially 

mutlifaceted, and with few exceptions, this is overlooked. 

Further, most writings are devoid of Indian voices and are 

thereby only partial histories" (15). Mihesuah points out 

that many literary and historical representations of 

American Indian women also distort the range of oppression 

that these women experience. She finds that "because of 

their varied economic situations, social values, 

appearances, and gender roles, [Native women] are oppressed 

by men and women--both non-Indians and, interestingly 

enough, other Indians" (Mihesuah 16) (her emphasis). Such 

historical facts complicate the utopianist representations 

of contemporary indigenous women that are anchored to 

indigenista feminism in the work of Castillo, Moraga, and 

Anzaldua. 
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Notes: Chapter Four 

1. There are at currently at least fifteen web 
sites devoted to Chicana and Latina issues. For 
example, see: Chicana Studies Web Page: 
<http://clnet.ucr.edu/women/womenHP.html.> , 
Latina Web Pages: 
<http://latino.sscnet.ucla.edu/women/1atinawebs.html > , 
La Chicana Con Botas: 
<http://students.vassar.edu/~1evi11ar/LCCB3.html>, 
huh? random thoughts from la malinchista [on-line 
journal] : 
<http://members.tripod.com/"malinchista/index2.html>, 
and Making Face, Making Soul ... a Chicana feminist 
homepage:<http://www.lei and.Stanford.edu/"slg/huh.html>, 
which was ranked by the search engine Lycos as one of 
most popular (top 5%) web sites in June 1998, and Yahoo 
as one of the "best of the Web" in June 1998. 

2. Paula Gunn Allen argues that "some 
distinguishing features of a woman-centered social 
system include free and easy sexuality and wide latitude 
in personal style. This latitude means that a diversity 
of people, including gay males and lesbians, are not 
denied and are in fact likely to be accorded honor. 
Also likely to be prominent in such systems are 
nurturing, pacifist, and passive males (as defined by 
western minds) and self-defining, assertive, decisive 
women." Gunn Allen includes the Aztecs among the 
countless tribal societies in her study. The Sacred 
Hoop; Recovering the Feminine in American Indian 
Traditions (Boston: Beacon, 1986) 1-7. Castillo cites 
Gunn Allen's research on matriarchal cultures in 
Massacre of the Dreamers 105. Gunn Allen writes about 
pan-Indianism and "indianismo" in Grandmothers of the 
Light 205-06. For a contrasting view of Native American 
women and feminism, see M. Annette James with Theresa 
Halsey, "American Indian Women At the Center of 
Indigenous Resistance in Contemporary North America," 
The State of Native America: Genocide, Colonization, and 
Resistance, ed. M. Annette James (Boston: South End, 
1992) 311-344. For examples of a range of feminist 
writing on women's spirituality and goddess traditions 
from around the world, including essays that challenge 
these feminist traditions, see Charlene Spretnak, ed. 
The Politics of Women's Spirituality: Essays on the Rise 
of Spiritual Power Within the Feminist Movement (New 
York: Anchor/Doubleday, 1982). 

http://clnet.ucr.edu/women/womenHP.html.
http://latino.sscnet.ucla.edu/women/1atinawebs.html
http://students.vassar.edu/~1evi11ar/LCCB3.html
http://members.tripod.com/%22malinchista/index2.html
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3. Tey Diana Rebolledo has written extensively on 
metaphors of healing in Chicana writing. See Women 
Singing in the Snow: A Cultural Analysis of Chicana 
Literature (Tucson: University of Arizona, 1995), 
especially pages 145-170 and "Witches, Bitches, and 
Midwives: The Shaping of Poetic Consciousness in Chicana 
Literature," The Chicano Struggle: Analyses of Past and 
Present Efforts, eds. John A. Garcia, Theresa Cordova, 
and Juan R. Garcia (Binghampton, NY: Bilingual Press, 
1984) 166-177. 

4. See also Debra A. Castillo, "Border1iners: 
Federico Campbell and Ana Castillo," Feminist 
Explorations of Literary Space, eds. Margaret R. 
Higonnet and Joan Templeton (Amherst: University of 
Massachussetts, 1994) 147-170. 

5. See the following in this partial list of the 
wealth of recent works published in the 1990s: Saldivar-
Hull, "Feminism on the Border" 203, Yarbro-Bejarano, 
"Gloria Anzaldua's Borderlands" 6-7, Michaelson and 
Johnson, Border Theory 1-39, Sandoval, "Mestizaje as 
Method" 353, Rafael Perez-Torres, "Chicano Ethnicity, 
Cultural Hybridity and the Mestizo Voice" 157 and 
"Chicano Culture Reclaiming Our Americas: Coyotes at the 
Border" 817-19, Grewal, "Autobiographical Subjects" 247-
251, Alire Saenz, "In the Borderlands" 68, and Bulbeck, 
Re-Orienting Western Feminisms--especialIy her 
concluding chapter entitled "Braiding the Borderlands" 
2 0 6 .  

6. The discourse of transnational feminism bears 
strong similarities to the discourse of U.S. Third World 
feminism. Yet as Caplan and Grewal contend, 
transnational feminist practitioners do their best to 
acknowledge racial, class, historical, and geographical 
distinctions that terms such as "U.S. Third World" 
tended to conflate in the past. Scattered Hegemonies 14-
17. Chela Sandoval, one of the leading Chicana feminist 
advocates of U.S. Third World feminism recognizes the 
dangers of conflating these cultural and political 
distinctions among women, and with this in mind, she 
points out that practitioners of U.S. Third feminism 
have always been mindful of their racial, cultural, and 
"trans-national" differences, "Mestizaje as Method" 354-
55. See also Chela Sandoval, "U.S. Third World 
Feminism," The Oxford Companion to Women's Writing in 
the United States, ed. Cathy N. Davidson and Linda 
Wagner-Martin (New York: Oxford University, 1995) 880-
882. See also Gloria Anzaldua's discussion of a similar 
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type of feminist solidarity as women "en conocimiento 
"Writing Politics" 111. 

7. In Massacre of the Dreamers, Castillo states 
that her concept of Xicanisma is strongly influenced by 
Paulo Freire's definition of consientizagao, which she 
translates to conscientizacidn, or the process of 
consciousness raising, 9. See Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of 
the Oppressed 2nd ed. (New York: Continuum, 1995) 17. 

8. See also Eliseo Torres, The Folk Healer: The 
Mexican-American Tradition of Curanderismo (Kingsville, 
TX: Nieves Press, 1983) 53. Historian Edward H, Spicer 
states that Teresa Urrea's visions "made no impression 
whatever on Yaquis"; it was the Mayos, he argues, who 
were fervent followers of her cult. Edward H. Spicer, 
Cycles of Conquest: The Impact of Spain, Mexico, and the 
United States on the Indians of the Southwest, 1533-
1960 (Tucson: UA Press, 1962) 530. 

9. Historians disagree on the exact dates of the 
Diaz dictatorship. For example, Macias assigns the 
dates 1876-1910, Against All Odds 26. 

10. William Curry Hoi den documents the confusion 
surrounding Teresa Urrea's racial origins. Many claim 
she was Yaqui. See Curry Holden 211. 

11. Tome was also one of the villages recaptured by 
Pueblos in the rebellion of 1680. T. M. Pierce, ed. New 
Mexico Place Names: A Geographical Dictionary 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1965) 167. 

12. Macias has documented feminist protests against 
Porfirio Diaz between 1909 and 1910 by the feminist club 
Hijas de Cuauhtemoc. These women were predominantly 
from the middle and upper- classes and most supported 
indigenous rights. Against All Odds 39. See Turner, The 
Dynamic of Mexican Nationalism 192-94. 

13. Mexicana and Chicana historians have rigorously 
documented the lives of Mexican women who became 
soldiers and military leaders in the Mexican revolution. 
Like Castillo, historian Elizabeth Salas establishes 
similar links between Mesoamerican mythical figures, 
historical women such as La Malinche, and revolutionary 
soldaderas, who represent the legacy of soldiering in 
Chicana history. 
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14. It is interesting to note here that in New 
Mexico Spanish, penitente also means "stupid" or 
"foolish," so we might also read this passage as "a 
group of foolish men discover Caridad." Cobos lists: 
"Que hombre tan penitente" (What a stupid man!) and "No 
seas penitente" (Don't be foolish) 131. 

15. For a complete version of the story of Lozen, 
see Kimberly Moore Buchanan, Apache Women Warriors (El 
Paso: Texas Western Press/University of Texas Press, 
1986). 

16. See Ward A. Minge, Acoma: Pueblo in the Sky 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1976) and 
The Pueblo of Acoma, One Thousand Years of Clay: 
Pottery, Environment and History (Albuquerque: Fineline 
Printing, Inc., 1982). See also Hamilton A. Tyler, 
Pueblo Myths and Gods (Norman: University of Oklahoma 
Press, 1964) for various interpretations of 
Sus'sistinako, such as Grandmother Spider, Thinking 
Woman, Mother of All, Keeper of the Fire, and Web of 
Creation 95-96. 

17. Rebolledo argues that "Chicana writers feel a 
particularly intimate connection to [the curandera], 
seeing in themselves some of her intuitive and cognitive 
transformations as well as her healing abilities. Women 
Singing in the Snow 84. 

18. For an description of the Native American 
Women's Action Council of the early 1970s, see Pat 
Maragoni, "The Hand That Rocks the Cradle of 
Understanding," in Dorinda Moreno, ed., La Mujer: In Pie 
de Lucha (San Francisco: Espina del Norte Publications, 
1973) 58-60. 
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Conclusion 
Blood, Skins, and Bones: 

Post-Movimiento Negotiations of Indigenousness 

It's a curious thing that I don't consider myself 
'white.' I'm clearly some kind of Caucasian--to look 
at me. I don't look like an Indian. Where is my 
mestizaje? Does it reside on my skin? In my blood? 
In my heart? In the way that I think? In the way 
that I speak? 

--Benjamin Alire Saenz, "In the Borderlands of 
Chicano Identity, There Are Only Fragments," 
(1997). 

Throughout this dissertation, I have examined Chicano 

cultural nationalist and Chicana feminist appropriations of 

xndigenismo--the politics and aesthetics of the post-1910 

Mexican indigenous movement--in literature and political 

discourse from 1964 to the present. In the United States in 

the mid-1960s, Chicano cultural nationalists politically 

mobilized a generation by recuperating the history and 

mythology of the pre-conquest Aztecs as strategies of 

resistance to the dominant culture. Proclaiming themselves 

la Raza de Bronce in their art, literature, and politics, 

Chicano activists and intellectuals distinguished themselves 

racially and economically from dominant white America and 

worked toward reunifying an indigenous culture fragmented by 

the Spanish colonization of Mexico-Tenochtitlan. The 

discursive practice of reclaiming and reinscribing Mexican 

Indian ancestry is a political act that I refer to as 

narrating the Aztec Nation. Indigenous movement activists 

across the Americas have reclaimed their pre-colonial 

histories and battled for self-determination whenever their 
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cultures have been threatened by racism, neo-colonial 

cultural ethnocide, and ecomonic exploitation. Chicano 

assertions of indigenousness during el movimiento were no 

di fferent. 

I have chosen theories of postcolonialism and cultural 

and literary nationalism to guide my close-readings of 

Chicano and Chicana literary and political documents. 

Though the theories of Ramon Saldivar, Homi Bhabha, and 

Edward Said all originate from unique historical and 

geographical contexts, each theory assumes the 

inextricablity of poetics and politics. This concept is key 

to understanding the motivations behind the complex 

indigenista themes and imagery found in Chicano cultural 

nationalist and Chicana feminist literature. 

This dissertation is grounded by historical analysis. I 

have relied upon the historians Tomas Almaguer and Alex 

Saragoza and their reassessments of Chicano/a history vis

a-vis the social model of internal colonialism. These 

scholars insist that the pervasive cultural construct of 

Chicanos/as as a dispossessed indigenous nation within the 

borders of the United States elides the racial and class 

fissures that have historically existed among Mexican 

Americans in different regions of the Southwest since before 

the U.S. annexation of Mexico's northern territory in 1848. 

Throughout the dissertation, I juxtaposed the historical 

perspectives of Almaguer and Saragoza with mesoamerican 



302 

anthropological sources that documented the class and gender 

hierarchies within Aztec culture. This critical strategy 

enabled me to provide broadly contextualized close-readings 

of Chicano and Chicana literary and political recuperations 

of indigenismo. 

"Aztec Nation" began by examining the political and 

aesthetic influences of Mexican indigenismo upon Chicano 

cultural nationalist constructions of race, class, gender, 

and sexuality from 1964 to 1972. My analyses showed that 

the racial and class politics embedded in the decolonizing 

discourses of the Third World, American Indian, Black 

nationalist, Farm Worker, and New Mexico Land Rights 

movements also strongly helped shape Chicano cultural 

nationalist politics. While each of these movements had its 

specific political goals, they all advocated self-

determination, ethnic pride, and, in varying degrees, land 

rights. All of these issues played a significan role in 

Chicano cultural nationalist recuperations of ultra-

nationalist indigenismo during el movimiento. 

Following my analyses of the indigenista literary 

conventions that were established by male authors, I 

provided analyses of Chicana indigenista responses to these 

masculinist constructions of Chicano/a identity from 1969 to 

the present. In densely contextualizing my close-readings 

of selected Chicano and Chicana texts produced within this 

vast historical period, it has been my intention to provide 
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readers of Chicano and Chicana 1iterature--both specialists 

and non-specialists--a critical framework that will 

contribute to a more thorough understanding of literary and 

political precursors to recent Chicana feminist 

representations of indigenousness and mestizaje. 

Contrary to the current critical consensus that 

indigenismo was not significant to the development of 

Chicano cultural nationalist literature and politics, my 

analyses reveal that ultra-nationalist Mexican indigenista 

conceptualizations of race and class did indeed have a 

strong impact upon the Chicano literary renaissance as well 

as upon the Chicano political, social, and spiritual 

movement that emerged in the late 1960s. Most importantly, 

I have demonstrated through critical close-readings of 

Chicana feminist texts from 1969 to the present that 

indigenista politics and aesthetics continues to pervade 

much of Chicana feminist literature and political discourse 

today. I dedicate the majority of this dissertation to an 

examination of what I refer to as Chicana indigenista 

feminist responses to early Chicano cultural nationalist 

representations of race, class, gender, spirituality, and 

sexuality. 

During el movimiento, as Chicano indigenista authors 

refashioned their indigenous identity with selective 

representations of Mexican Indian history and myth and 

essentialized constructions of racial indigenousness, class. 
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and gender, the problems inherent in the masculinism that 

undergirded Chicano cultural nationalist ideology became 

immediately apparent. The two cultural groups that were 

most noticably marginalized by Chicano cultural nationalist 

discourse were Chicanas and American Indians. Cultural 

theorist Anne McClintock's theories proved useful in my 

analyses of these political contradictions. She argues that 

"no 'post-colonial' state anywhere has granted women and men 

equal access to the rights and resources of the nation 

state" (260). 

At the early stages of el movimiento, foremost on the 

minds of nationalist indigenista activists in particular, 

was the cultural maintenance of the twin concepts of la Raza 

de Bronce and la familia de la Raza. Implicit in this 

notion of cultural maintenance was the expectation that 

Chicanas would serve the goals of the Aztec Nation by 

adhering to the traditional social role of motherhood both 

literally and symbolically. Explicit in this notion of 

cultural maintenance was the assumption that, like American 

Indians, Chicanos were not only robbed of the knowledge of 

their cultural history, but that they were also an 

indigenous nation displaced from their homeland Aztlan. 

These processes of cultural maintenance and the complex 

problems that lie therein are not unique to Chicano cultural 

nationalism. As the work of scholars such as Benedict 

Anderson and McClintock has shown, initial expressions of 
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ultra-nationalism by colonized groups are very often 

exclusivist at their core, promoting a selective history and 

memory of the colonized group in an effort to offset years 

of colonial exploitation and historical erasure. 

In my discussion of Chicano cultural nationalism from 

1964-1972, I began with Luis Valdez because of the 

significant early contributions that he made to Chicano 

politics and aesthetics. I showed that early manifestos co-

authored by Valdez set the tone for a specific racial, 

class, and gender representation of Chicanos and Chicanas 

that permeated Chicano cultural nationalist literature and 

politics during eJ movimiento. Images of Chicanos as a 

colonized indigenous nation within the U.S. in "Venceremos: 

Mexican American Statement on Travel to Cuba" (1964) 

delineated the goals of decolonization, self-determination, 

and land reclamation that would later become so central to 

Chicano cultural nationalist discourse. "The Plan of 

Delano" (1966) underscored the politics of racial and class 

authenticity that are anchored to Chicano cultural 

nationalist ideology. Valdez's images of the campesino 

class and la Vicgen de Guadalupe as authentically Mexican 

Indian initiated their inscriptions as nationalist symbols 

of Chicano indigenousness and coloniality. 

My analysis of Valdez*s manifestos called attention to 

his perpetuation of the myth of vendidismo, or malinchismo. 

Valdez's efforts to preserve the integrity of Mexican Indian 
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blood and culture--despite Chicano racial and cultural 

mestizaje--hinged upon the belief that Chicanos who "looked 

and acted Indian" were more authentically indigenous. By 

contrast Chicanos who aligned themselves ideologically with 

cultural nationalism were spared accusations of treason to 

the Aztec Nation. 

Rodolfo "Corky" Gonzales's epic poem I Am Joaquin (1967) 

challenged the master narratives of U.S. history by 

providing Chicanos and Chicanas with a glimpse into their 

previously marginalized indigenous history. His images of 

campesinos reinscribe them as representations of authentic 

Chicano indigenousness. Filled with images of Aztec 

nobility and male Mexican heroes, the thrust of the message 

in Joaguin is decidedly masculinist. The ommission of 

images of female heroes and references to the historical 

contributions of Mexicanas and Chicanas is emblematic of the 

type of marginalization that Chicanas commonly experienced 

within Chicano culture during el movimiento. In keeping in 

line with the myth of vendidismo as well as his own 

commitment to the preservation of la familia and cultural 

nationalism, Gonzales's narrow representations of Chicanas 

necessarily upheld the conviction that any separate 

expressions of Chicana self-determination signaled an 

alliance with non-Chicano political ideology and were, 

therefore, unacceptably assimilationist. 

The hallmark of el movimiento, the political manifesto 
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"El Plan Espiritual de Aztlan" (1969), signified the Chicano 

cultural nationalist declaration of Chicano independence 

from the tyranny of U.S. neo-colonialism. The document 

outlined a process of decolonization whereby Chicano 

political, cultural, aesthetic, and spiritual consciousness 

would be framed, in large part, by a male-defined, ultra-

nationalist indigenismo. Although this document is one of 

the most significant of the period, it has been criticized 

by historians such as Juan Gomez-Quinones and Carlos Munoz 

for not providing a clear definition of Chicano cultural 

nationalism and by post-movimiento Chicana feminists such as 

Angie Chabram and Rosa Linda Fregoso for its marginalization 

of indigenous women's culture. My analysis of Alurista's 

preamble to "El Plan Espiritual" demonstrates how cultural 

nationalist masculinist revisions of indigenista poetics and 

politics invited immediate criticism from emerging Chicana 

feminists who were poised to create their own movement and 

indigenista feminist poetics and politics. 

Alurista, the poet who composed the preamble to "El Plan 

Espiritual," devoted much of his early career to promoting 

indigenista imagery and messages in his poetry. References 

to Chicano-American Indian mestizaje are probably most 

pronounced in the work of this poet-activist. Floricanto en 

Aztlan (1971) and Nationchild Plumaroja (1972) established 

Alurista as one of el movimiento's most prolific literary 

figures. Alurista's revision of "El Plan Espiritual" in 
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Nationchild, I argue, reinscribes most of the indigenista 

images from the previous document; however, it is a text 

that is distinguished by its more obvious appropriations of 

American Indian activist discourses of decolonization and 

self-determination as well as its brief acknowledgement of 

the participation of Chicanas and other indigenous women in 

the liberation of the Chicano homeland. 

Rudolfo Anaya's first novel. Bless Me, Ultima, published 

during the height of el movimiento in 1972, paved the way 

for a new generation of Chicano and Chicana creative 

writers. Celebrated most often for the universality of its 

coming-of-age story or as an prime example of Southwest 

regional literature, the novel has been surprisingly 

overlooked as a significant example of Chicano cultural 

nationalist literature. My reading of Bless Me Ultima, 

redirects critical attention to the movimiento events that 

predated the novel's publication and that contribute to 

Anaya's narration of young Antonio's negotiation of his 

racial and cultural mestizaje. I argue that the 

protagonist's negotiation of his mestizaje allegorizes the 

identity politics that took place during el movimiento. 

Though Anaya attempts to explore the psychological conflicts 

that previous Chicano cultural nationalist authors claimed 

were characteristic of a mestizo identity, his privileging 

of Mexican Indian culture reinscribes the indigenista 

ideology established by previous Chicano authors of the 
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period. 

In my analyses of Chicana feminist writing from 1969 to 

1979, I showed that the Chicana feminist literary and 

political responses to the limitations of gender within 

Chicano cultural nationalism represented the first attempts 

at Chicana postcolonial analysis. I showed that Chicana 

feminist literary and political activity also demonstrated 

the ways in which Chicanas attempted to negotiate the 

tensions between their allegiance to Chicano cultural 

nationalist claims and to their emerging feminism. Risking 

accusations of vendidismo, they initiated Chicana feminist 

explorations of Chicana multiple subjectivity in response to 

the limitations of a male-defined Chicano cultural 

nationalism. These women also originated the critical 

reassessments of the uniqueness of Chicana coloniality and 

postedoniality that are so common to Chicana feminist 

discourse today. My criticism of the literature and 

political discourse of this early period of Chicana feminism 

is guided by the feminist theory of Norma Alarcon. I chose 

Aiarcon's theory of Chicana feminist discourse because it 

complements the postcolonial theories of Ramon Saldivar, 

Bhabha, and Said by positing that Chicana feminist writers 

engage in an analysis of the multiplicity of their 

subjectivity within their literary and political discourse. 

Enriqueta Longeaux y Vasquez's essays "The Woman of La 

Raza--Part I" and "The Woman of La Raza--Part II"--both 
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published in 1969--represent two examples of early criticism 

of the anti-feminist politics that overshadowed the first 

national Chicano Youth Liberation Conference where activists 

composed and ratified "El Plan Espiritual." Longeaux y 

Vasquez's denouncements of the claims by conference 

attendees that Chicanas did not want to be liberated was 

strenghtened by indigenista images of heroic Mexican Indian 

soldaderas and descriptions of powerful pre-conquest 

indigenous women of the egalitarian Aztec Nation. Although 

these representations of native women were idealized, 

Longeaux y Vasquez's criticism of the sexism in el 

movimiento exposed gender inequities within Chicano cultural 

nationalist discourse and launched a new era of Chicana 

feminist discourse. 

Elizabeth Martinez's essay "La Chicana" (1972) picks up 

on the theme of decolonization that is common in Valdez's 

work. However, Martinez's analyses emphasize the gender and 

class oppression that indigenous women experience at the 

hands of U.S. imperialism as well as within Mexicano and 

Chicano culture. Like Longeaux y Vasquez's harsh, yet 

guarded, criticisms of sexism in el movimiento, Martinez 

carefully advocates Chicana feminism while adhering to the 

basic tenets of Chicano cultural nationalism. Her essay is 

a significant precursor to contemporary Chicana feminist 

discourse for two reasons. First, it serves as an early 

example of the type of indigenista rhetoric that Chicanas 
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used to negotiate their allegiance to movimiento politics 

while building a strong Chicana feminist agenda. Second, it 

is an early example of what recent Chicana feminists such as 

Chela Sandoval refer to as U.S. Third World feminist 

discourse. 

Del Castillo's reclamation of la Malinche as an 

indigenous feminist prototype directly challenged the 

negative cultural attitudes toward Chicanas that are the 

basis of malinchismo. Her essay "Malintzin Tenepal" (1974) 

is a Chicana indigenista feminist analysis that confirms 

McClintock's theory that nationalist movements compound 

gender inequity. Del Castillo's ground-breaking essay 

foreshadows the indigenista feminist theoretical work of 

such recent Chicana feminists as Cherrie Moraga, Gloria 

Anzaldua, and Ana Castillo. Hers is one of the earliest 

attempts by a Chicana feminist to reverse the negative 

impact of master narratives upon the lives of indigenous 

women. Combining personal narrative with historical and 

cultural analysis and the recuperation of a female 

indigenous icon, Del Castillo's essay stands as a prime 

example of the type of indigenista feminist writing that 

established the foundation for both mestiza and Xicanista 

discourses. 

Poet-activist Dorinda Moreno's indigenista images of 

indigenous women's sexual liberation locates the origins of 

Chicana feminism in pre-conquest mesoamerican society. In 
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doing so, she distinguishes Chicana feminists from second-

wave white American feminists not only politically, but also 

culturally and racially. While her poetry reinscribes 

indigenista politics and aesthetics, her choice of 

celebrating Chicana sexual power and desire sets her apart 

from many previous indigenista feminists who focused only on 

gender. Moreno's emphasis upon heterosexuality is 

characteristic of the sexual politics of the period rather 

than a deliberate attempt to marginalize Chicana lesbians. 

Cherrie Moraga's collection of experimental essays and 

poetry. Loving in the War Years (1979), breaks new ground in 

Chicana feminist discourse. The essays cover a wide range 

of topics from criticism of the heterosexism and racism 

within el moviwi ento to an analysis of the strained 

relationship between Chicana and white feminists to the 

creative exploration of a Chicana feminist theory that 

refuses to replicate the hierarchical sexual and gender 

politics of Chicano cultural nationalism. Although Gloria 

Anzaldua is credited with coining the phrase "the new 

mestiza theory," few critics acknowledge that some of the 

earliest evidence of mestiza discourse can be traced to 

Moraga's work. The experimental prose and poetry in Loving 

in the War Years provides ample evidence that Moraga's 

feminist theory had its origins in Chicana indigenista 

feminist discourse of the 1960s and 1970s. I have argued 

that it is significant for scholars of contemporary Chicana 
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feminist discourse to acknowledge these significant 

political and literary precursors. Moraga's indigenista 

feminism could not be more explicit than in her attempts to 

reformulate and combine the distinct concepts of Chicano 

cultural nationalism and North American Indian tribalism in 

The Last Generation. 

Gloria Anzaldua's pivotal book Borderlands/La Frontera; 

The New Mestiza (1987), the most recognized Chicana feminist 

text today, reclaims the discursive tradition of indigenismo 

and turns it on its head. Anzaldua's exploration of the 

multiple subjectivities of Chicanas is anchored to the 

concept of racial and cultural mestizaje, which she 

reinvisions as the liberatory ideology that will enable 

mixed-blood Chicanas and Chicanos to heal the "psychic 

wounds" of colonialism. She extends the metaphor of 

mestizaje to her analysis of Chicana lesbianism and, arguing 

from a recuperated pre-conquest philosophical and spiritual 

viewpoint, she claims that homosexuals embody a dual 

consciousness. 

Ana Castillo's contribution to indigenista feminist 

discourse is her collection of essays entitled Massacre of 

the Dreamers; Essays on Xicanisma (1994). In it she 

explicitly argues that contemporary working-class Chicanas 

are poised to reclaim their indigenismo and use it in 

opposition to neo-colonialism sexism, racism, and classism. 

In her 1993 novel So Far From God, Castillo, in true 
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indigenista rhetorical style, criticizes sexism in Chicano 

culture and replaces masculinism with a woman-centered 

Chicana community of healers. Her community of women 

includes Southwest American Indian women, thus, Castillo 

furthers the concepts of feminist tribalism and 

transnational ism that Moraga introduces in The Last 

Generation. 

Perhaps the single most problematic and still unresolved 

issue with regard to Chicano cultural nationalism is the 

fact that indigenismo and mestizaje have always been 

separate albeit overlapping concepts of race and culture. 

Nowhere have I found this complex subject more articulately 

explored than in a recent essay by the Chicano poet and 

novelist Benjamin Alire Saenz. Throughout "In the 

Borderlands of Chicano Identity, There Are Only Fragments," 

Saenz's allegiance to his Mexican ancestry is clear and 

profound. Yet he struggles to make sense of his mestizaje 

in a way that is not unlike Cherrie Moraga's often painful 

grappling with the seeming paradox of her white skin vis-a

vis her proud Chicana cultural nationalist identity. 

At the heart of these types of intellectual struggles 

over Chicano and Chicana identity is the very real and often 

emotional issue of racial and cultural authenticity. 

Chicano cultural nationalists like Valdez, Gonzales, 

Alurista, and even Anaya recognized early on the split 

subjectivity that mestizaje creates in Chicanos and 
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Chicanas. But in spite of this, these authors consistently 

chose to identify with their Mexican Indian heritage. While 

mestizaie undeniably signifies for Chicanos and Chicanas the 

historical fact that they are a mixed-blood culture, it is 

also undeniable that for more than thirty years, the very 

act of claiming oneself a Chicano or Chicana has been a 

declaration of allegiance to ones racial, cultural, and 

spiritual indigenousness. In the face of intense racism and 

neocolonialism that still exists in America today, perhaps 

we should view this lingering selective interpretation of 

mestizaie, this privileging of the indigenousness and tribal 

over the European and individual, as the most important 

legacy of the Chicano cultural nationalist movement, for it 

is the persistance of these indigenista issues that continue 

to threaten the status quo of the dominant white culture. 

Unfortunately, however, these indigenista issues are plagued 

by the cultural and historical contradictions that have 

lingered since el movimiento, and I have discussed these 

contradictions throughout this dissertation. 

Saenz's essay draws our attention to the voices of many 

young people of Mexican descent in the United States today 

who do not claim solidarity with Chicano and Chicana 

politics that grew out of el movimiento. Throughout his 

text, he weaves together excerpts from his students' essays 

in which they discuss their ambivalence toward the racial 

and cultural designation of "Chicano." In the past, Chicano 
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cultural nationalists would have regarded this attitude as 

as assimi1ationist. Valdez would have considered Saenz's 

students "ex raza." Castillo would today characterize these 

young men and women as sell outs to the conservativism of 

the Reagan-Bush era. The tensions and contradictions that 

emerged from the debates over Chicano and Chicana racial and 

cultural authenticity in the late 1960s have not subsided in 

the 1990s. 

Perhaps rather than attempting to resolve these 

difficult issues, the more productive route for the reader 

of Chicano and Chicana literature and political discourse 

would be to develop a more respectful awareness of the 

complex historical and cultural contexts from which this 

important body of literary and political discourse emerges. 

Ultimately, this has become the most important goal of this 

dissertation. 
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