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ABSTRACT 

"Literacy as a critical tool for understanding the relationship among 

text, self, and world" (Freire, 1987, p. 30) for students to read their world 

while they read the word, as Freire and Macedo (1987) would put it. For 

over three years, I have met with a group of women (Las Senoras') to 

explore their views of themselves and how they relate to the school and 

society around them. Las Senoras are all Spanish-Speakers,some of them 

Spanish/ English Bilinguals. The vehicle for our discussion was El Club de 

Literatura (the Literature Club) wherein we read such novels as Hasta no 

Verte Jesus Mfo. Arrancame la Vida. Me Llamo Rieoberta Menchu. v asi 

me Nacio la Conciencia. short stories, for example, Detras de la Reja. Out 

of the Mirrored Garden to explore our own lives as women, within our 

families, communities, and society at large. A goal of this 

phenomenological orientation is the rediscovery of self-knowledge through 

literature discussions infused with personal experience, through extensive 

dialogical conversations, interviews, letters, journals, and observations, 

facilitated by a researcher as "friend" role. These are among the 

methodological tools used to provide a panoramic of women's lives. 
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This work analyzes the process of Las Senoras' personal transformation 

through the rediscovery of their own knowledge in El Club de Literatura. 

Why this focus on Las Seiioras? Because as an educator of working-class, 

language minority students, I am aware of how mothers are generally the 

ones most intimately involved in the education of their children and how 

they serve as the primary connection to the schools, yet at the same time 

they are held at bay with respect to their rights as women, mothers, and 

wives. Further, an important finding of this work has to do with my own 

evolution from teacher to pedagogue. This evolution encompassed my 

breaking from my earlier training as a teacher which strictly dictated the 

curriculum and prescribed my role as teacher, to the joint creation of 

curriculum with my students and their families. The process has lead me 

from reflecting upon my practice to understanding the implications of my 

actions in communion with my students. A communion where I am not 

always the teacher, but a lifelong learner. For those who ask, "Can 1 do 

this work?" The answer is, " If you are willing to learn and change,then 

you can be the teacher." Further, as commented by Patricia, one of Las 

Senoras, " It depends on what you are going to teach us." 

' Las Senoras: in Spanish one refers to a woman as a Senora as a gesture of respect, be it out of 
age, experiences, or legal status. In this study. Las Sefioras, are women who are treated 
respectfully by me and others who know them through me. Age and legal status are not 
important in our group, life experiences are what give them the status of Sefioras. 
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PROLOGUE 

No, the solution is not 
to throw oneself beneath the train like Tolstoy's Ana 
nor to quaff the arsenic of Madam Bovary 
nor to await in the barren lands of Avila the visit 
of the angel with the arrow (cupid) 
before enveloping one's head with the cape 
and beginning to take action 
nor to complete the laws of geometry counting 
the beams of the dungeon 
like Sor Juana did. The solution is not 
to write, while the guests arrive, 
in the waiting room of the Austen family 
nor to shut oneself in the attic 
of some New England residence 
and dream, with the Bible of the Dickinson, 
beneath a spinster's cushion 
There must be another way that is not called Sapho 
nor Messalina nor Egipciaca 
nor Magdalene nor Clemencia Isaura 
Another way of being human and free 
Another way of being 
(Meditation in the Threshold" by Rosario Castellanos in Poetry vou 
are not) 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Statement of Problem. 

Scholarly accounts on the family unit, though frequently the subject 

and object of discussion and research, pale in comparison to lived reality. 

In these accounts, the futility of helplessness and despair are predominant 

and women often find themselves lost in it. or their voices are lost to the 

men and children in their lives. Yet. upon closer examination the family 

centers around the mother and her efforts to bring a holistic unity to the 

family members that grace it and the social, economic, and political 

realities that shape its contours. It is women's work that binds the 

individuals in the family to one another. It is also women's work that 

nurtures and fuels the day to day drudgeries requisite to keep a family 

afloat. Yet, through all this, rarely is the mother's role as intellectual 

included in these accounts. 

The following excerpts are taken from Margo, a Sefiora recently 

deported. The letter is not unlike the discussions fostered in our Club de 

Literatura. In it, Margo voices the feelings of loss she is undergoing, 

following the deportation. Margo's voice surges as the unifying chord in 

the family's displacement and desire to promote a future for themselves, in 
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the face of economic and political woes that place being "human" in the 

world in terms of borders. 

...como te dije, me siento un poco desesperada por esta situacion que 
estamos atravesando mis hijos y mi esposo con esto que digo a lo 
mejor no es tan tragico como me dicen mis familias, pero para mi en 
lo personal si lo es ya que como tu sabes en el tiempo que tienes de 
conocerme, yo creo que he demostrado el gran empeno de 
superarme y defender lo que es justo, alzar nuestra voz para que sea 
escuchada aquf en Mexico y en un lugar tan difi'cil de conquistar 
como lo es los Estados Unidos...Tambien te digo que lo que me paso 
no se lo deseo a nadie, lo que me hicieron sentir a mi hija y a mi fue 
algo muy traumatizante, para mi nina porque te hacen sentir como si 
fueras una delincuente o una criminal, hasta piensas en no volver a 
pisar en un pais tan cruel, injusto, pero desgraciadamente en nuestro 
Mexico no tenemos ninguna garantia para el futuro que se toma 
incierto cada dia mas....Bueno Hilda no te quiero enfadar con todo 
esto que escribo. pero siento una fuerte necesidad de hacerlo para 
sentirme un poco mejor, no quiero pensar que todas mis ilusiones se 
vengan abajo, pienso que esto es un tropezon - tenemos que 
levantamos de nuevo si no se puede en USA, pues hacerle la lucha 
aquf en Mexico, come dice mi papa, "ni modo, mi hija, somos 
mexicanos, que le vamos hacer." 
llike I told you, I am feeling a little exasperated by this situation that 
(We) my children and my husband are crossing, that by saying that 
perhaps it is not as tragic as our families say, but for me personally, 
it is. since you already know that in the time that you have known 
me. I believe that I have demonstrated a great determination in 
improving myself and defending what is just, raise our voice so that 
it can be heard here in Mexico and in a place as difficult to conquer 
as is the United States...I will also tell you that I do not desire what 
happened to me to anyone, what they [Border Patroll made my 
daughter and me feel was traumatic, for my little girl because they 
make you feel as if you were a delinquent or a criminal, you even 
think of never returning to step into such a cruel country, but 
unfortunately in our Mexico there is no guarantee for the future 
which turns more uncertain every day...Well Hilda I do not want to 
bore you with all that I am writing, but I sense a strong need to do so 
so that I can feel a little better, 1 do not want to think that all my 
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illusions will come tumbling down. I think that this is just an obstacle 
- we have to pick ourselves right up if we cannot in the USA, well 
make the effort here in Mexico, like my father says, 'there's no other 
way, my daughter, we are Mexican, what can we do about it.'l 
(Margo, letter written to Hilda Angiulo from H. Caborca Sonora, 
5/8/96) 

Here, emotional is what informs the intellectual, where the foundation of 

respect previously established in El Club de Literatura, now continues in 

different shape and form, in what I call "Cartas del Exilio" [Letters from 

Exile|. which is precisely where this letter comes from in Caborca, Sonora, 

following the deportation of Margo and her daughter as they were 

extricated from their car on a street in Tucson, Arizona, on their way 

home, and swept out of this country without the privilege of letting 

husband and children know. Margo reminds us, in another letter, as she 

quotes from memory an earlier reading in El Club de Literatura, 

Creo que por el momento es todo. me despido con una frase que me 
llego al corazon. 'Mi padre deci'a, hay quienes les toca dar sangre y 
hay quienes les toca dar fuerzas. Entonces, mientras podamos, 
demos la fuerza.' Rigoberta Menchu. 
[I believe that for the moment that is all, I bid farewell with a phrase 
that touched my heart. 'My father would say, there are those who 
give blood and there are those destined to give strength. Therefore, 
while we can, let us give strength.' Rigoberta Menchu.j 
(Margo, H. letter written to Hilda Angiulo from H. Caborca Sonora, 
5/31/96). 

Margo is one example of the lived experiences of women in El 

Grupo de Las Seiioras. There are others, some similar, others so much 
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more varied. In what follows, I include yet another type of experience, 

that of another Senora. Cassandra, and the relationship between herself, the 

school and her daughter. I was made aware of the facts behind this 

relationship from school accounts. 

The daughter of Cassandra, another Seiiora informing this 

dissertation, recently entered Kindergarten — already reading and writing. 

Cassandra, an illegal woman living in the United States, has struggled, as a 

single parent with 3 young children, to survive on a daily basis, believing 

always in the importance and power of literacy. Her own life has been 

marked by episodes in which literacy has been her saving grace 

(emotionally and physically). For example, her youngest child was bom 

with many physical problems and even though she did not speak English at 

the time, she was able to read directions to provide the medical attention 

requisite for the child's survival, discuss the child's procedures and 

ongoing progress with the staff of doctors attending his case, and 

eventually helped save the life of this child who was given very low 

expectations of surviving. 

When it came time for Cassandra's young daughter to enter school, it 

was of no consequence to Cassandra or her that she could read and write in 

both English and Spanish. Yet, this surprised many at the school. 
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However, there is a dark side to this, as I shall explain. Cassandra's 

daughter. Rose, was by the child's monolingual English teacher' brought to 

the principal's office to "show off how well she had taught her to read and 

write. Ironically, when the principal asked the young Rose, '""Who taught 

you how to read?" The child's honest answer came - "mi mami [my 

mommy]." 

Rose is a biliterate kindergarten child with the flexibility to discuss 

the readings in either language. Her mother provided her with a strong 

base in her mother tongue, utilizing those foundations we acknowledge as 

necessary to scaffold over to the foundations of the second language. 

Interestingly, we realize, based on research and other academic discussions, 

the importance of having a solid grounding in the mother tongue CHakuta 

1986; Krashen. 1992: Moll, 1992a). Cassandra's skill and dexterity in 

teaching Rose to read and write, are precisely what bilingual programs 

theoretically strive for. Yet, there is a noticeable absence in these 

programs in which teachers are hired without being fully proficient, when 

contrasted with the accomplishments of this child's mother, where Spanish 

as a mother tongue has been utilized in the household as a pedagogical 

resource (Ruiz, 1988; Moll, Velez-Ibanez, Greenberg, Whitmore, 

Saavedra, Dworin, & Andrade, 1990). 
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Now back to the original point of this narrative, the teacher, as the 

embodiment of the institution of school, knowingly touted to the principal 

this child's abilities as a product of her teaching dexterity's, knowing fully 

well that this child was biliterate as a result of the mother's tutelage, not 

her own teaching. Interestingly, though aware of these circumstances, 

Cassandra prefers to iet it go,* because, "after all, the child was cared for 

and being treated well. It's an honor." So. while the teacher wrongfully 

takes credit for teaching this child to read, it is one of those "things" that 

mothers let pass because the benefit to the child is greater, or perhaps 

because the professional deserves the credit by virtue of her or his 

authority. 

Such tragedies, from the exile of Margo and her family to the more 

subtle day-to-day experiences of Cassandra and Rose, are the subject of the 

lived experiences of women, mothers and wives. When such accounts 

come to life, they present disturbing findings with respect to the nature of 

family, school and societal relationships, as acted out with respect to 

women. 

1.2 Statement of Purpose. 

My theoretical argument is that as we currently understand the role 

of women and literacy with respect to family, school and societal 



relationships, we are blinded by a lack of understanding of the reality of 

the intellectually lived experience of women. For one, women are not 

permitted to tell their lives as they experience them. Second, even if they 

were, women are not in the custom of participating in discussions where 

speaking of themselves is akin to intellectual discourse. Further, the 

subject of women's lives is often considered emotional, and therefore 

lacking a place in the intellectual realm of professional discourse. 

1.3 Research Questions. 

What do we know about families? In examining the current research 

literature, for example, we know sufficiently little that we can begin to 

discern that there is confusion on the subject of What is the family? Who is 

the family? Additionally, by asking such questions as Why do we know so 

little about women's work in the family and the day-to-day? and What 

would we learn if we were to promote avenues that allowed for the 

emotionally informed intellect of women? The resultant findings of these 

and similar other questions are the subject of this dissertation. 

1.4 Definition of Terms. 

The terms El Club de Literatura and El Grupo de Las Senoras infuse 

the dissertation. El Club de Literatura refers to the literature club that has 

served as the dynamic to foster this work. El Grupo de Las Seiioras is the 
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name that I and the Senoras have given to the group. For me, the term 

denotes a respect and admiration of the solidarity and body of knowledge 

that together we have uncovered and promote in our lives. The use of 

these terms in Spanish is deliberate, for each maintains an essence akin to 

the experience of this collaborative partnership between myself and Las 

Senoras, as together we seek to embellish on the questions by further 

asking; What does it mean to be a woman? How do we learn to be our own 

women, when the models set before us have served to silence our 

experiences, thoughts and active participation in our own lives? 

1.5 Theoretical Grounding. 

The premise of this dissertation is built on the belief that, often, the 

essence of the lived experience of the women in El Grupo de Las Senoras, 

as well as their involvement in the intellectual discussions that have 

developed in El Club de Literatura, are opportunities otherwise missed and 

even then absent in accounts of family life. 

This stance has materialized through previous research experiences, 

and an ongoing involvement and collaboration in the lives of El Grupo de 

Las Serioras. Further, by "retracing" distinct literatures that all have a 

common bond in literacy or the role of women, my intent has been to 

provide a wholeness to the discussion and research on the lives of women. 
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An extensive review of literature and the theoretical grounding for this 

stance, are to be found in the chapters that follow in Parts I and II, and 

provide the philosophical, theoretical and methodological framework for 

my approach to the validation of women's intellectual participation in their 

own lives through literature experiences in El Club de Literatura. 

' Because of the great need for teachers who are Spanish English bilingual and tiie shortage to be found, the 
hiring practices within school districts may allow non-native Spsmish speakers to teach in a bilingual 
classroom, though they may not speak Spanish proficiently. Once they lu^e hired, to teach in bilingual 
classrooms, there are situations wherein these teachers impose their own language and cultural preferences. 
Thus a bilingual classroom may look no different than a monolingual linglish classroom, which was the 
case with tliis classroom. 
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PART I 

LITERATURE REVIEW: 

AN INQUIRY IN SEARCH OF A PEDAGOGUE' 

The literature review is organized in a manner that reflects my 

inquiry into understanding the relationships between families and schools, 

beginning with my early experiences as a teacher, then as a teacher-

researcher. and more recently moving into a role as facilitator in a literacy 

program for families, where 1 found myself transforming old practices and 

challenging my roles as both teacher and researcher. The process by which 

this came about is not to be found in prescriptives nor is it linear and 

immediate. Teaching, for me, as I am sure it is for others, was to follow 

the school curriculum. However. I also improvised by bringing literature 

and politics into the discussion of the curriculum. In the classroom, I made 

it a practice to include families' knowledge and expertise." Yet in 

retrospect. I realize that while I was a very good teacher, there was a 

connection lacking. That connection, I now intuit, was a deeper sense of 

what it is to teach, what it is to be a pedagogue. Pedagogy, reminds us Van 

Manen (1990), is the art, science and profession of teaching. 

The path to becoming a pedagogue — the conscious realization that in 

order to teach one must first be willing to learn from the other, this was 
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initially illuminated by readings of Freire, Giroux, Shor, Macedo, and 

others. However, it was not until I began to seek deeper understandings of 

the practice of teaching in context with the students and families, through 

the philosophy and theory of phenomenology, that that path began to make 

itself evident. Phenomenology introduced the concept of caring to the 

panorama. Not that I did not care. But there is a vast difference between 

caring for others and understanding what is the profoundness of reflecting 

on the essence of compassion for the other. The philosophical, theoretical, 

and methodological underpinnings of phenomenology to this work will be 

the focus of Part II. As such, the chapters of the literature review that 

follow, begin with the inquiries of my trajectory into understanding the life 

experience of working-class Mexican and Mexican American families 

living in the United States, as found in the discussion of the topics: bilingual 

curriculum; family literacy: conscientizacion through literacy; women's 

participation in schools. The logic behind the inclusion and organization of 

these topics will become clearer as I share my search for understanding the 

dynamics between families, schools and literacy. Chapter Two focuses on a 

discussion of the bilingual curriculum. Chapter Three engages the subject 

of literacy in educational contexts. Chapter Four undertakes the 

problematic revolving around literacy. Part I will conclude with Chapter 
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Five, which brings to light the realization that the participation of families 

in schools is about the role of women, who are at the core of the family. 

I conclude the discussion of the literature review where I presently 

find myself, having woven the various intellectual vagaries that have led 

me to this point — literacy (education) as a course of personal development. 

' Where rele\ ant lo the discussion I ha\ e integrated Las Sefioras' experiences into the 
literature re\ iew. This is a deliberate attempt to incorporate and \ alidate their expenences in 
an area where they have traditionally remained silenced. 

" The impro\ isations and inno\ ations that I included in my leaching, in part informed the 
work of Moll & Greenberg (1990), as a part of the earlier "Funds of Knowledge" ork. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE BILINGUAL CURRICULUM AND LITERACY FOR 
LANGUAGE MINORITY STUDENTS 

For years our school system has identified students who differ from 
mainstream with certain labels. As the decades change, so do the 
labels. But the same kinds of children are identified as slow learners, 
learning disabled, culturally deprived, semi-lingual, limited English 
speaking, or the label of the late I980's and early 1990's -at risk. 
Who are these children? They are largely the children of minority 
groups, children from low socioeconomic backgrounds, children who 
are bilingual, or children who speak English as a second language. 
(Flores. Tefft Cousin & Di'az. 1991. p. 369) 

Historically speaking, students from low socioeconomic or language-

minority groups have been labeled as underachievers. Students' families 

have been blamed for their lack of school experiences. Additionally 

language differences existing among these groups, have furthered the 

numerous social problems created or thought to exist within these 

communities. 

Meanwhile, at the institutional level, for example. Darder (1991) 

suggests that the curriculum is defined as 

...the coursework offered or required by an educational institution 
for the successful completion of a degree or credentialing objective. 
What constitutes its content is. for the most part, directly related to 
what form of knowledge and content is recognized as legitimate and 
necessary by those who dictate curricular decisions, (p. 19) 
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and, further, where the differences are compounded to create further 

impediments. 

The goal of the school system has been to inject the American culture 

into the minority. Ironically, minority groups include ethnic minorities 

like African American, Hispanics (Mexican Americans and other Latinos) 

and Puerto Rican, but in this society, even poor, white, women, children 

and handicapped individuals are considered minorities. 

The school's curriculum in the North American system has been 

strongly influenced by the behaviorist trend of the last century. This 

educational system, referred to as the "'banking system," is not a 

curriculum that readily capitalizes upon students' thinking, background, 

language or culture. Giroux (1983) confirms this point in adding that, 

for example, the technological and behaviorist models that have long 
exercised a powerful influence on the curriculum field, were in part 
adapted from the scientific management movement of the 1920's. (p. 
249) 

Elsewhere. Goodlad C1984) encountered in his research that the schooling 

system in North America was in a state of chaos. He found that the 

traditional curriculum of the schools required students to repeat, drill and 

memorize information that needed to be regurgitated and assessed through 

standardized testing. Also, he found that vocational education was 

especially designated for minority students. In these vocational programs. 



low academic skills were found to be the norm. Additionally, it was 

discovered that these same students were being trained to become the low 

income workers of the future. 

These practices are all too common throughout the United States, 

where students speaking languages other than English, and children of 

color whose families live in conditions of poverty are often trapped within 

the constraints of this type of education. In such schools, the system does 

not scaffold the learning process of the student. This, in spite of research 

that has shown that if the child's home language (the discourse style and 

collaborative methodology of the home) is utilized, these students are able 

to compete and achieve at levels at par with their non-minority 

counterparts. 

Ruiz (1988) has discussed the importance of accepting the home 

language as a resource for the educational process, rather than as a 

problem. Teachers who accept the language of the student as resource 

instead of problem have seen tremendous improvement in the achievement 

level, as well as a positive self-image in the students (see also Moll & Diaz, 

1987; Moll, 1988). What Ruiz and others contribute to the educational 

discourse on minority children is that the issues bearing on minority 
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education and language development are driven by social and political 

orientations. 

Successful bilingual programs where the child's home language is 

the primary language of instruction have generated high levels of reading 

and writing development. The primary language facilitates students 

understanding of concepts and further facilitates the transference of this 

new information into the second languaae. W W 

In addition to sound pedagogical practices. Corson (1994) has 

suggested that social justice is an element that must also exist in bilingual 

education programs. He has discussed the differences in approaches of 

various types of bilingual programs (e.g., transitional, maintenance). I 

suggest that the distinction between the variations in transitional and 

maintenance programs requires closer analysis of the dynamics of each 

(e.g., program, participants, community), in order to capture the history of 

success or failure among the various language-minority groups. Further, 

Corson is clear about not making comparisons to programs like the 

Immersion Program in Canada (Lambert, 1975) because this type of 

additive bilingualism, as it is called, is experienced in a very different way 

with a very different socioeconomic population. Corson concludes that 

Projects like the St. Lambert Project in Canada is outside my scope 
here since the provision of bilingual schooling to first-language 
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speakers of a dominant language is not as high a priority on social 
justice grounds as the provision of bilingual schooling to minorities, 
(p. 4) 

Thus confirming the original point made by Ruiz (1988). Corson has 

provided, with some examples, details about the success of bilingual 

maintenance programs as found, for example, in Holland, Leiden, 

Enschede, in Mexico, USA, and Sweden. Where, Corson has suggested that 

"academic progress achieved in each case was much better than in 

programs where minority language children were taught entirely in the 

majority language" (p. 5). Bilingualism enhances the development of 

intellectual skills which are otherwise not utilized in the regular curriculum 

because of already ingrained compulsory and behaviorist models of 

education which tend to view them as problematic. Additionally, these 

behaviorist models are found in bilingual programs as well, confounding 

further the issues at hand. These educational practices have maintained a 

policy of teaching English as a second language to young language minority 

students which in turn, has caused well documented, low levels of academic 

achievement. 

Nieto (1992) has pointed that because the curriculum in most schools 

is Eurocentrist, as argued by many, it excludes the experiences and 

perspectives of many minority students (p. 291). Other researchers 
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(Giroux 1983; Nieto 1992; Wong Filmore, 1992; among others) have 

warned against the issue of the "hidden curriculum," as suggested in the 

Eurocentric critique. One of the problems in the American educational 

system is that what is called the traditional curriculum has done a disservice 

to many youth in this country. Freire and Macedo (1987), and Giroux 

(1983), respectively have discussed the importance of resisting the status 

quo and implementing educational practices that enable minority 

populations to question the social practices of the dominant classes. It is 

well documented that in other countries where minority populations live, 

elites have always imposed agendas that have perpetuated a particular social 

stratification that maintains the power relations of the country to insure 

social division and systems of privilege. To locate the prevalence of these 

practices we can look either historically (e.g., recall that the Aztec society 

was divided by classes) or geographically (e.g., Brazil, Africa, Australia, 

Mexico). 

Successful bilingual programs like the two-way bilingual programs, 

immersion programs or late-exit maintenance programs in the United 

States, are seen as threats to the educational and political system because 

they empower students by creating agendas that continually call into 

question the social problems and the curriculum of the school. 



In her own body of research, Anyon (1980, 1981) has described the 

deliberate and more subtle discriminatory practices taking place in school 

districts which she has studied. In the schools where poor minorities have 

attended, where she has pointed to the methodology and the curriculum of 

memorization, rote learning, reading to decode and repetition for the 

teacher as the norm. In the schools where elite groups have attended, 

higher-order thinking skills, collaborative work, and analysis of real life 

problems were found to be common school practices. While this raises 

several questions (e.g.. Why do schools for the poor not enjoy the same 

curriculum as that of schools for the elite?), it further suggests that if 

school systems indeed believed that minority students were in need of 

greater assistance, they should follow the model of the elite group, which 

supports opportunities for continual scaffolding; with real, meaningful, and 

experiential activities that do not impede students' intellectual development 

with the decontextualization of skills. 

Researchers like Diaz and Moll (1987), Heath (1986), and Wong 

Filmore (1992) have argued against such "watered-down curriculum," in 

the attempt to make knowledge accessible to students. Yet many well 

intentioned teachers, often lower the levels of expectations (of their 

students' capabilities) and make decisions about what parts of the regular 
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curriculum should be taught or excluded based on assumptions. Another 

major area of concern in terms of the bilingual curriculum, by far, for 

language minority students, has to do with one of the most detrimental 

decisions made with respect to their education: to move away from the first 

language as soon as possible, in the belief that it only hinders the 

educational advancement of the students. Cummins (1989), Hakuta (1986) 

and Krashen (1992) have argued that the first language supports the 

development of the second language. Higher levels of proficiency in one 

language imply higher levels of understanding in the second language. 

Summary 

When I reflect on what is referred to as the traditional curriculum in 

the United States, the absent rigor, academic level of excellence as it is 

given to upper middle-class students, often comes to mind. If this is what 

traditional means, then I believe that minority students are more than 

capable of participating in this type of schooling. Though they have been 

historically denied that curriculum. As a bilingual teacher/researcher, with 

the benefit of having participated in the Community Literacy Project,' for 

example, I am confident in stating that Mexican American students and 

their parents have many experiences and knowledge that can be shared in 

the curriculum. During the course of my tenure in the research project, I 
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encouraged my students to read all maimer of written material, in their 

search for information on topics of interest to them. One of those students 

is now at Stanford University, after finishing his high school program at 

Pueblo High, here in Tucson. Arizona. The significance of his 

accomplishment has been that he and his family have returned to speak to 

me and share their success and add that those early experiences in my 

classroom were a contributing factor. 

Conclusion 

It is my belief that teacher expectations play a major role in the 

success of minority students. The curriculum of bilingual education 

programs that prepares new teachers and researchers for working with 

minority students and their families, needs to offer them opportunities to 

question the nature of schooling practices, the issues of institutionalized 

racism, stereotyping, and other such themes affecting them and their own 

teaching practices. These myths, as they are referred to by those keen 

enough to peer beyond accepted practices (see for example Rores et al., 

1991) regarding minority students, do not enable children to master the 

curriculum that will help them question the social distribution of 

knowledge, access, and wealth in this country. 

Moll (no date avedlable) argues that 
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There is nothing about minority children's language, culture, or 
intellect that should handicap their schooling. I therefore object to 
using the label "disadvantaged." These children are disadvantaged 
only to the extent that their parents and communities lack political 
power, (p. 61) 

Thus, as it was suggested earlier, school is a cultural reproduction entity, 

its purpose is to maintain the social structure of the dominant class. 

A sound framework for decision making for teachers and 

curriculum personnel alike, when considering the appropriateness of 

educational programs for language minority students, who may or may not 

be bilingual, must consider the academic intentions of goals and objectives 

of schools, and be leery of any watering-down of content and the 

decontextualization of skills. 

Additionally, policy-makers must acknowledge and address the 

social, the political and the economic inherent in the educational process. If 

schools are to become the playing grounds for transforming the often bleak 

realities of language minority student's lives, they must address issues of 

social justice to allow for equitable participation in the classroom in the 

school and in society. 

' Panicipaiion in this projeci was my inircxlucuon into research. Luis Moll, Principal 
Investigator, of this uork olTcred me the conditions to first explore the role as teacher 
researcher. 
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CHAPTERS 

LITERACY IN EDUCATIONAL CONTEXTS 

Monterrey Nuevo Leon is a large industrialized city located in the 

Northern part of Mexico. Its proximity to the United States is a factor that 

has greatly influenced its educational programs. Just as in the United States, 

Mexico's educational system is divided according to the socioeconomic 

level of the students. Children who are economically disadvantaged 

regardless of their race or country, suffer an impoverished education. 

During the decade of the 80's, it was estimated that in Latin America 

and the Caribbean, there were 45 million illiterates, affecting about 20% of 

the total population 15 years of age and older. In Mexico, the number of 

Mexicans without formal education goes up to 28 million. 

Ferreiro (1992) has warned that: 

Remedial actions are directed at the adult population, but preventive 
actions need to be taken with children six or seven years old. These 
preventive actions should have a clear objective: to attain a successful 
literacy level in the early years of primary school, (p. 145) 

For the purposes of understanding the ramifications to the educational 

context, I begin with a description of my experiences as a student and a 

teacher in Monterrey. I must add that even now. these schooling practices 

remain unchanged. 
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Traditional Contexts for Literacy Education. 

During the winter vacation of 1997, I visited my family in Mexico. I 

interviewed friends and family members about respective schools' 

pedagogical frameworks. I confirmed that textbooks are still "free and 

mandatory" in Mexico. According to the philosophy of the government, 

these books are the best representation of the plans and curricula of the 

Secretary of Public Education (SEP). 1 was surprised to notice that even 

though they also receive the textbooks, private schools also require parents 

to purchase the books of a series like Santillana for the Language Arts 

curriculum and Houghton Mifflin for the Language Arts in English. All 

else is the same for the rest of the curricula. Apparently, private schools, 

in which students learn English as a second language, believe that the free 

textbooks, are not of sufficient quality or rigor for their particular social 

group. 

1 graduated from the Tecnologico de Monterrey during the early 

1980's. 1 was later a teacher for middle school and high school with the 

same institute. The staff development that they provided for us, and that 

today is mandatory if people want to remain in their jobs, centered around 

a behaviorist model of education. We needed to learn how to create 

objectives of education. In this type of setting, the learning was reduced to 
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a very narrow set of skills. Especially for reading and writing. Thus, 

things have not changed much from when I taught there, and since these 

schools also imitate the educational system of the United States, they also 

seek out traditional curriculums that offer little room for learning and 

creativity — not only for the students, but also for the teachers. 

Holistic Contexts for Literacy Education. 

In the United States, there has been a strong movement towards a 

holistic Piagetian informed elementary reading and language arts 

curriculum, among others. In these classrooms students and teacher create 

the curriculum and promote learning and collaboration. These classrooms 

are typically filled with printed materials such as: literature books, learning 

centers named according to units or areas of the curriculum, cubicles with 

students' names, music boxes, animals, and so forth. Children in these 

classrooms are engaged in social activities that provide for them real and 

authentic opportunities to utilize language. Through portfolio assessment, 

teachers observe the development of student's writing, reading and talking. 

As Wells (1986) has written 

Language provides a means not only for acting in the world but also 
for reflecting on that action in an attempt to understand it. Initially, 
such reflection takes place through conversation - through dialogue 
with another, more knowledgeable person. But gradually, if children 
have many positive experiences of this kind, they begin to be able to 
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manage both roles for themselves...Language becomes a tool for 
thinking, (p. 65) 

Students in a whole language classroom, for example, learn language 

by engaging in the practice of using it. "Children learn to read by reading 

and leam to write by writing" (Goodman, 1986, p. 20). Just as oral 

language is used for the purpose of communication, written language has to 

have a purpose that ideally the child can decide upon. Some students, for 

example, like to write thank you cards, to make lists of toys, to buy things 

in their make-believe grocery store, to look at magazines and cut the 

pictures and advertisements that reflect the things they like. Young students 

in kindergarten or first grade, draw and read their creations. Vygotsky 

(1978) concluded that the "'written language of children develops in this 

fashion, shifting from drawings of things to drawing of words" fp. 115). 

Successful whole language classrooms highly value the use of reading and 

writing. For children to become engaged in these activities, they have to 

be meaningful, as Vygotsky suggested "writing must be relevant to life" (p. 

117-118). 

In contrast, in more traditional schools, students are expected to 

write and repeat words that are often irrelevant to them. In this respect, 1 

can still remember the isolated drills where we were taught to chant 
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mi mama me mima, mi mama me ama ... 

Spanish language drills of syllables and pronunciation with the use of 

tongue twisters equivalent to the English "she sells sea shells at the 

seashore." Along the same orientation to language learning, are examples 

of young students trying to invent their own writing systems, where the 

traditional teacher is quick to remind them, with a red marker, that the 

correct word is... 

Such student initiated approximations to standard language usage in some 

traditional classrooms are viewed as not part of the proper process of 

language acquisition, but symptomatic of a language learning problem. 

The work of Ferreiro (1980) has been instrumental to the 

understanding that, "children need to reconstruct the written system in 

order to make it their own" (p. 24), this perspective is one of the main 

implications of her work. In holistic classrooms, teachers do not speak 

about errors, but about approximations. Cambourne (1988) has described 

them as. 

When learning is looked at as a form of hypothesis testing, it 
becomes obvious that approximations (errors) are absolutely 
essential to the whole process, (p. 67) 
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Ferreiro (1985) concludes that like "'the contribution of Piaget's idea of 

'constructive errors" in other domains of knowledge acquisition. Literacy 

cannot be an exception" (p. 281). 

The process of learning benefits enormously when children are 

allowed to make public their puzzlement. They are able to test their 

hypotheses and to engage in public dialogue with more experienced peers. 

Vygotsky (1978) quotes Piaget's suggestion that "communication produces 

the need for checking and confirming thoughts, a process that is 

characteristic of adult thought" (p. 90). Cooperative learning is one such 

way in which children address their questions. Students evaluate their own 

work in terms of the process. When they write, for example, teachers can 

observe first, second and third drafts. This work is generally shared with 

other members of the group. Children read their work to others to confirm 

their ideas. Their classmates suggest changes and offer ideas for improving 

the written piece. With regard to whole language classrooms, Goodman 

and Goodman (1994) have suggested that they 

liberate pupils to try new things, to invent spellings, to experiment 
with new genres, to guess at meanings in their reading, to read and 
write imperfectly, to challenge textbooks, to pursue inquiry, (p. 239) 

Unlike in the traditional context, here, the learner is seen as an active agent 

that produces knowledge and not simply as a recipient of knowledge. In 
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Piagetian theory as interpreted by Ferreiro and Teberosky (1979), have 

concluded that "objective knowledge appears as an end result rather than as 

an initial piece of information" (p. 16). 

While young readers trying to make sense of a text might change 

words in order to read the story, Goodman and Goodman (1994) have 

supported this idea in explaining that 

miscues represent the tension between invention and convention in 
reading. Tliey show the reader's use of existing schemas in 
attempting to comprehend texts...in whole language classrooms risk 
taking is not simply tolerated, it is celebrated, (p. 239) 

As suggested previously, through collaboration with more knowledgeable 

peers, children are able to understand the problem and to search for 

solutions. Vygotsky (1978) concluded that 

we propose that an essential feature of learning is that it creates the 
zone of proximal development that is. learning awakens a variety of 
internal developmental processes that are able to operate only when 
the child is interacting with people in his environment and in 
cooperation with his peers, (p. 90) 

These conclusions are evidenced in classrooms where students create their 

stories, use invented spelling, and negotiate the curriculum. This allows the 

space, as it were, for them to organize their understandings and to 

reconsider their original ideas. Thus, the student becomes the producer of 

knowledge, with the teacher's guidance. 
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Ferreiro and Teberosky (1979) have suggested that: 

The children we know through this theory are learners who actively 
try to understand the world around them, to answer questions the 
world poses. They are not learners who wait for someone to transmit 
knowledge in an act of benevolence...They learn primarily through 
their own actions, (p. 12) 

Teachers in more traditional schools, have a difficult time 

understanding the idea of "constructive errors." Perhaps due to the 

tremendous influence of standardized testing, there is a compulsive 

necessity to have students' work done correctly on the first try. Within 

such frameworks, the question becomes: Who is giving the standards for 

perfection? This stands in stark contrast to more holistic classrooms, where 

the child is at the center of both the curriculum and the learning process. 

In 1987. Mexico celebrated the "Literacy Conference in Latin 

America." Many participants shared the notion that teachers were having 

an increasingly difficult time implementing new ways of doing things. 

Ferreiro (1989) explained that 

Todos los proyectos senalan que el proceso de formacion de los 
profesores es lento y dificil y que el profesor necesita ser 
acompaiiado de distintas maneras, hasta que realmente entienda el 
porque de sus intervenciones. el porque de sus proposiciones, hasta 
que se atreve a crear junto con los ninos y a partir de ese 
momento adopta una practica autonoma. [All the projects indicated 
that teacher preparation programs are slow and difficult and that 
teachers must be assisted in various ways, until truly understanding 
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the why of their interventions, the why of their propositions, until 
they dare create together with children and to from that 
moment on adopt an autonomous practice. |fp.20) 

And although Monterrey is a large, industrialized city with many 

technological advances, the conditions of the public schools are very 

similar to the public education for minorities in the United States 

Summary 

The creation of staff development programs is critical to building the 

context for literacy education. While in Monterrey, teachers may benefit 

from learning about holistic approaches to teaching (e.g., whole language), 

this implies presenting them with readings that are relevant to this 

philosophy and providing opportunities to reflect and discuss on the 

implications to practice. In explicitly focusing on this topic. I have spoken 

with a colleague in Mexico, a friend who is also a teacher. While we both 

graduated from the same university, I have realized that it was difficult for 

her to fully conceive of the current holistic practices in education as we 

know them here in Tucson, for example. However, because she was 

willing to listen and then after discussing the idea of interactive writing or 

joumaling. for example, decided to offer the idea to her own middle school 

students. Choice was previously not a concept in her teaching repertoire. 

As a result, she has been calling to share some of the writings that these 
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students are doing in tier new modality (willing to share decision making of 

the writing process) as a teacher. While embarking on this endeavor, she 

did confess that it was a huge risk that she was taking, in great part because 

she was afraid of the unknown (What will happen when giving students' 

choice and new opportunities to write?). The implication of whole 

language philosophy on teachers' formation and continuing education is 

that teachers soon learn to rediscover themselves as learners and to evaluate 

their own work. And it is very possible that some of them will find that 

many of the principles of whole language are activities that they already 

practice in their classrooms. 

During my participation in the Community Literacy Project (Moll, 

1990), we established after-school working groups with teachers. These 

support groups were the perfect place to share the failures and the 

successes of our teaching activities. Similarly, in the United States, 

especially in the local context of the Southwest, whole language teachers 

have monthly meetings where they are able to share their insights about 

their work. They also have a monthly newsletter that informs them about 

new materials, ideas, seminars or inservices. During these seminars and 

Inservices, teachers share the results of their own research. With respect to 

the work of these teachers, Goodman (1989) has concluded. 
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The energy and innovation these empowered teachers are generating 
are producing a new base of practical knowledge for researchers to 
draw upon. A good deal of this development is passed from teacher 
to teacher in personal contacts, in teacher support groups, and in 
local conferences. Teachers are not only sharing their classroom 
innovations, they are collaborating with researchers and conducting 
their own research as they teach, (p. 215) 

Conclusion 

As I initially stated, while the SEP (Secretary of Public Education) 

provides the mandatory textbooks for the public schools in Mexico, public 

school teachers do not have the resources available to establish their own 

"whole language classrooms" or involve themselves in teacher generated 

and supported activities (e.g., study groups, newsletters). This also 

indicates that they need to spend some time evaluating the materials that 

they already have at their disposal and perhaps develop opportunities for 

utilizing the student's experiences as the material to be read. 

In my own experience as a bilingual teacher, I have used the 

language arts textbooks. This has never meant that I restricted the use of 

other types of materials in my classroom. I have, for example, always been 

in the practice of collecting pieces of literature (not always found in books) 

to supplement my classroom textbooks. I have also requested materials 

from my students and invited their parents to share personal stories with 

the children. In this respect, Goodman (1989) confirms that 
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Many teachers feel quite comfortable with their own ability to 
assemble enough authentic real world resources to meet the needs of 
their students. They enlist parents in finding resources and scavenge 
from their home 2ind communities, (p. 218) 

One other important aspect present in whole language classrooms is 

the use of thematic units. Consequently, if the purpose of whole language is 

to "integrate language and its use in learning," then the curriculum needs to 

integrate mathematics, science, social studies language arts and the fine 

arts. Children need to observe the integration of the different curricular 

areas. It is important for students to self-select their groups, because it 

does away with ability grouping practices. In collaborative work, 

Whitmore and Crowell (1994) have noticed that 

The children select literature study groups according to their reading 
preferences. This includes preferences for topics, titles, genres, 
authors, and illustrators, as well as for the language (Spanish or 
English) in which to read. (p. 81) 

Children's literature books are much like tools for teachers to use in 

promoting an enjoyment of the reading process. However, if the same type 

of materials are not available for public schools in Mexico, or in other 

traditional classrooms in the United States, for that matter, teachers have 

found other ways of gathering the materials they do need to support a 

holistic approach to literacy development. This might well be an 
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opportunity for inviting children to become authors and illustrators and 

recovering the oral tradition that has been popular in Mexico and other 

language minority communities in the Southwest. Children need to read a 

variety of genres and topics in order to understand the use of language. We 

need to remember that even if books are available, the reader needs to have 

direction to establish the transaction with the text. 

Realizing that this type of activity requires the willing participation 

of all involved in order to succeed, administrators and teachers must learn 

to collaborate and serve as resources for one another. Teachers need to 

have the support of the administrators in order to engage in creative 

activities with their children. Teachers also need to become learners along 

with their students as together they explore the possibilities of creating 

knowledge. Students need to have relevant and meaningful opportunities 

for writing. Instead of using worksheets or activities that require repetition 

or "planas," children need to engage in authentic activities like writing 

letters, their names, and their favorite games. 

Within a holistic orientation, parents become much more involved in 

the development of this new philosophy of teaching, where the community 

and the administradon work together for the benefit of its students. 

Returning to the example of my colleague, she explains to me that as a 



result of her willingness to engage in journal writing, the student's have a 

better attitude towards her and the classroom. She is creating personal 

relationships with each of them through the journals, and the parents have 

commented that, "now the kids are writing de a de veras" [writing for 

real]. 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE PROBLEM OF LITERACY 

Illiteracy as a social problem cuts across class lines and 
does not limit itself to the failure of minorities to master 
functional competencies in reading and writing. As a 
part of the larger and more pervasive issue of cultural 
hegemony, illiteracy refers to the functional inability or 
refusal of middle and upper-class persons to read the 
world and their lives in a critical and historically 
relational way...Fundamental to [the struggle toward 
literacy] is the need to redefine the nature of teachers" 
work and the role of teachers as transformative 
intellectuals. (Giroux, 1987, p. 12) 

Paulo Freire first initiated an emancipatory political project in Brazil 

in 1964, as a practitioner of a humanistic philosophy in which meaningful 

expressions of the active inner, cognitive, or spiritual life of human beings 

in social, historical or political contexts is interpreted. Through such 

actions. Freire demonstrated a boundless faith in human beings as teachers 

and learners. 

To discuss curriculum development in relation to Freire"s pedagogy 

is difficult because the words are, in fact, antithetical to his work, that is 

they consider the learner at polar ends. While the traditional curriculum 

considers learners as empty vessels to be filled, pedagogy brings out the 

students' voices to promote teaching and learning. Pedagogy of the 

Oppressed (1970) provides a seminal discussion of those guiding beliefs 
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that Freire held about education. When a teacher or a parent discusses 

pedagogy, each is referring to a personal relationship between the learner 

and the other. Freire's notion of education was that the teacher must 

recognize that the student's experiences are valuable and that that education 

be representative of students' (children or adults) lives. 

In his work with the most economically depressed communities in 

Brazil, Freire sought out their understandings of the world as the platform 

for creating a pedagogy. It is their world, therefore, that is considered the 

curriculum. In response, those teachers had to familiarize themselves with 

the previous experiences of the peasants ~ utilizing their knowledge as a 

point of departure. 

In sharp contrast, the idea of curriculum that local and other school 

districts in the United States practice, is one that is created by people who 

do not work directly with students, in the belief that they know how 

students learn regardless of their social, political or economic backgrounds. 

This results in prepackaged sets of information that students must 

memorize and repeat for teachers ~ as a demonstration of their knowledge. 

Additionally, teachers attend staff development sessions where the 

curriculum is presented to them — often in piecemeal fashion, and they are 
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expected to return to the classroom and be the bearers of this information 

far removed from children's realities. 

This is precisely the "banking idea," also discussed in the previous 

chapter, that Freire rejected. Instead, his stance was to believe in the 

potential of human beings to utilize their experience as a point of 

departure. It is only through the recognition of these experiences that, 

traditionally speaking, illiterate people, usually poor whites, minorities 

(e.g.. Black, Hispanic), women, and people that use a language other than 

the "ofriciar"" language, are able to understand their social, economic, 

cultural and political place in the society where each lives. Interestingly, 

the very notion of illiterate individuals, is defined according to Webster's 

New World dictionary as 

adj. I.ignorant, uneducated; esp.. Not knowing how to read or write 
2. Having or showing limited knowledge, experience or culture, 
accepted usage in language. SYNON= IGNORANT. 

This definirion is in itself pejorative and at the same time an oxymoron 

because it belies the literacy that individuals indeed hold, though it may not 

be considered legitimate. 

In Freire's pedagogy, dialogue becomes one of the most important 

components of his method. It is through dialogue that people are able to 

talk about their surroundings and objectify their views and situation of 
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their environment. Through this understanding, people realize their place 

in the world. They are able to question their social situation and work 

towards change, change that cannot be imposed but which must come from 

within. Freire called this the "problem posing question," the idea is that of 

people grasping the significance of their lives and exploring new alternate 

possibilities. 

This type of questioning is not well received by the traditional 

"holders of knowledge," -- Western values and literate culture. These 

bearers of knowledge come in the shape of governments, school districts, 

latifundistas [land owners], and wealthy people. These are the individuals 

charged with creating or manufacturing the school curriculum. This 

curriculum, however noble, continues to perpetuate the inequalities and 

sociocultural differences that maintain the power hierarchies in the social 

mechanism, especially through practices of the hidden curriculum. 

The philosophical basis behind pedagogy requires the pedagogue to 

become intune with the learner. To become one of them, to participate in 

their struggle for equity in the form of knowledge. Freire stated that 

education is political, an aspect many curricula assume not to address (i.e.. 

they insist that it remain apolitical). However, by virtue of their 

"apolitical" stance, they support the status quo and are political. Hence any 
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type of curriculum that is presented to learners wherein they have no 

control has a political agenda. This is evidenced in the United States in 

discussions of "invisible minorities," as well as a discussion of. again, the 

hidden curriculum, perpetuating myths that schools are places where 

students gain middle class beliefs, language, dialect, and culture and as a 

consequence are afforded the illusory American Dream. Teachers who do 

not question their role in the educational system, are simple depositories of 

knowledge, pawns in the sand. The educational system does not have faith 

in teachers as individuals capable of thought, creativity and reflection about 

their place in history. 

The need for people to work collaboratively towards a common 

cause has led to meaningful changes in different parts of the world, 

especially public movements in the promotion of democratic principles. 

There have been several literacy campaigns in Latin America that have 

been successful. It is important to point out. for example, that Nicaragua 

experienced a national literacy crusade. A distinction needs to be made, 

however, because the word literacy is accompanied by crusade, which 

suggests that they had a concerted idea to change something for some cause 

or idea, as suggests Malinowitz (1990) in quoting Hirshon. ''It was a 

political project with pedagogical implications, not a pedagogical project 
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with political implications" (p. 158), much like the process of Freire's 

work. Another crusade was carried out in Chile, where women. Las Locas 

de la Plaza de Mayo, joined together to overcome their fears and recover 

their voices in order to denounce the crimes of Pinochet's government 

against their sons, husbands and family. 

Elsewhere, in Sao Tome, the project for liberatory education 

physically gathered adults around Culture Circles providing opportunities 

for people to talk and discuss topics that were relevant to their lives. In the 

Culture Circle, the teacher acted as both a coordinator and a member of the 

group because she/he considers herself or himself a learner as well. This 

type of inquiry relates to forms of participant action research. Reason 

(1994) has suggested that this form of research 

aims to produce knowledge and action directly useful to a group of 
people-through research, adult education, and sociopolitical action. 
The second aim is to empower people at a second and deeper level 
through the process of constructing and using their own knowledge: 
They see through the ways in which the establishment monopolizes 
the production and use of knowledge for the benefit of its members. 
(p.325) (see also McTaggart, 1997) 

The purpose of these meetings was to develop conscientization. an element 

vital to this pedagogy. Conscientization implies an understanding of one's 

place in the world. Through meeting and discussion, the group generates 

words that are important to them. These words are part of their daily 
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language. They utilize their experience and their work as the material to 

base their learning on. In Culture Circles themes are also generated. These 

themes are the focus of the curriculum. The idea is to generate topics in 

need of change. Where, for example, the theme might be that of a village 

needing a new road. In which case, people will discuss the reasons behind 

the need for this road, and decide to work cooperatively to create it. 

Generative themes have an affective value for the group, since these 

are the issues that surround their lives. From my experience as a teacher 

researcher, I have observed the various reactions that students themselves 

have when they are free to select the topic of their study. In the Hispanic 

community, where I work, for example, children like to role play the 

various ""talk shows" focusing on topics that refer to their problems, for 

example: housing problems, access to medical attention, gang discourse, 

teen mothers, alcoholism, art, and music, to name but a few. In the process 

of role playing, children experience a sense of relief by being able to 

openly discuss these topics in class. Students are able to read and write 

about issues like these because they want to understand them further. The 

"school curriculum" does not otherwise invite discussions on social issues. 

Instead, in the social studies curriculum, for example, teachers are expected 

to deliver information about: social justice in America, the discovery of 
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America, the Thanksgiving dinner of Pilgrims and Native Americans, as 

well as the immigration of Mexican people into this country, without 

discussing the causes nor ramifications of each. Not only is such a 

curriculum biased, but these topics are far removed from reality of these 

students' life experiences. 

Summary 

Students whose language is other than English are pressured, in 

some schools, to lose their home language and acquire the second language 

immediately. In other schools, bilingual students are expected to learn 

English by the end of the 4th or 5th grade, and quickly learn that 

eventually they must prove themselves in a nonnative language. Since 

standardized testing is a must in school districts, students that have a certain 

degree of knowledge of English must take the exam after only three years 

in this country. It is predictable that language minority students will not 

succeed under such test taking situations. This places them in a situation of 

functional illiteracy, where once again, student's abilities are pointed out as 

weak in comparison to that of their middle class peers. Within this 

framework, it is possible to anticipate the negative attitudes that students 

begin to develop towards school. 
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Their illiteracy, in this respect, might well be a form of rejection of 

the school curriculum. For many educators it is difficult to believe that 

after five or six years in elementary school, language minority students do 

not speak English. In addition, many of these students are seen as school 

problems because of their non-standard behavior. Frightfully, though real, 

neither of these situations are examples of a sound pedagogical philosophy 

of education. In this regard, the lesson that Freire offered to the world, is 

that people need to discover their place in the world, in order to read the 

word, to understand the world in context. 

In 1996, I had the opportunity to work on another educational 

research project', whose goal was to initiate change in schools. I recall 

teachers in study groups discussing their concerns over the high numbers 

of "non-readers and non-writers."' Since my job as a site coordinator 

required me to visit the school, the community and the families. I had 

many opportunities to socialize with them. Through interactions with the 

families in the neighborhood, I discovered that among the many pressing 

social issues affecting families with limited economic resources were 

students' homes affected with AIDS, and that additionally several of the 

young students were also HIV positive. Ironically, teachers wanted many 

of these same students to read fairy tales and fables. What I found. 
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therefore, was that what was impressed upon as a lack of interest on the 

students' part was actually a reaction to an irrelevant theme. The subject of 

fairy tales is profane in the face of the harshness of lives afflicted by pain 

and disease. On another occasion I visited a 5th grade class where the 

teacher was very traditional and a true believer in the curriculum of the 

school district. In his opinion, students were required to write responses 

written for passages taken from the textbooks and previously written on the 

board. It was also important to him, that students be given spelling words 

from the social studies books, words like independence, freedom, 

excellence, tolerance, immigrants. However, in that classroom, students 

did not have a voice, they did not live the concepts behind the words they 

studied. Yet they could not rebel against the homework, and they were not 

free to select themes of their own interest. The irony of his dictatorial style 

in a supposed democracy was beyond this teachers" comprehension. 

In reaction to the classroom's restrictive method, one day I 

spontaneously offered the children to dream, I asked "what would happen 

if the 27 of you could discard the textbooks and study whatever you wanted 

to?" The reaction was astounding, some children looked at me with 

surprise, some with uncertainty and then they literally jumped up and down 

with joy. They generated a list of topics that they were interested in 
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studying. Among those topics generated were: guns in the neighlDorhood, 

why mothers abandon their children, dinosaurs, drive by shootings, drugs, 

and police. 

I asked them vi'hat type of materials they would use for this type of 

research project, they responded, for example, by saying "we could go in 

the neighborhood and ask." A very simple answer with a most powerful 

truth behind it, go to the [re]source: our community. Needless to say, the 

teacher did not like the idea. Instead, he suggested that the students do 

their research project with the materials available in the school library. It 

is important to mention that many of the materials available in the school, a 

bilingual school with a 70% Hispanic population, are only in English. 

Additionally, the fact that the librarian is a non-Spanish speaker, is a not so 

hidden message about the value of the Spanish language in this school. This 

school's texts uphold the society that represents the status quo. 

Conclusion 

While Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970^ has had the potential to 

inspire people to work towards a more equitable society and a better world 

for those less fortunate in terms of class and economy, schools continue to 

disempower students, by not taking into account their culture and their 

experiences, by disavowing their existence as human beings worthy of the 
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same opportunities and experiences. In spite of local and national publicity 

campaigns that display billboards with people from all walks of life, the 

society of the United States does not acknowledge the existence of every 

one living in it. In order for someone to exist, to be acknowledged, she or 

he must have a voice that is not only audible, but listened to by others. 

Many of our minority students in schools, however, are outcasts of society, 

even more disturbing is that they willingly acquiesce and descend to such 

depths. 

In order for our schools to remedy these conditions, teachers must 

recognize their own place in the political agenda. To believe that they can 

transform the world, they must also acknowledge the existence of other 

valuable experiences, knowledge, and resources, and struggle with their 

smdents to establish equity in the classroom, in the school and in society. 

Students and their families need to be invited to share their discourse and 

their experiences. Additionally, teachers who believe they hold the 

answers and solutions to the social ills affecting these communities (e.g., 

GED training, alcoholic anonymous), and that they know what to give to 

our communities so that they can empower them, are practicing a 

misguided benevolence, and are duplicating the colonial paternalism which 
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has most harmed these communities (see for example the work of Anyon, 

1995). 

School districts need to enable teachers and administrators to utilize a 

humanistic pedagogy as given to us by Freire's work in communities of the 

most socially, economically and politically oppressed. The school, 

community, families, teachers, and administrators, therefore, need to 

negotiate a curriculum that is representative. Organizations like PCIC 

(Pima Community InterFaith Council) for example, in Tucson, however 

caimot always be representative of the school's community, often because 

these are organizations not created by the people in the community and 

they bring with them impositions. They must be grassroots agencies not 

service organizations. The danger with service agencies is that the leaders 

of these organizations are often from the higher social, economic and class 

levels. In response I question the understandings, for example, beyond the 

benevolent, that they have for the lives of minority people living in the 

poorest sections in Tucson. 

Only when people are able to understand, and question the power 

structures which affect their lives might they be transformed. Social 

transformation is the only process in which individuals can live with 

dignity and respect. However, as long as schools continue to develop 
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manuals, curriculuras, materials, procedures, and standardized assessments, 

in which only the technicized aspect of education is taken into account, 

student's intellectualization cannot be the direct intention of the schools, 

nor can the legitimate concern for the well being of students, for that 

matter. 

' The ECC (Education and Community Change) Project directed by Paul Heckman. 
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CHAPTER 5 

WOMEN'S PARTICIPATION IN SCHOOL AND SOCIETY 

The participation of women in courses for personal development is a 

luxury afforded to the middle and upper socioeconomic classes. In 

Mexico, for example, if one has the money, one usually takes classes for 

"desarrollo personal" (personal development). While these courses 

generally teach the requisite knowledge to give the appearance of greater 

sophistication, they are also a demarcation of one's social status. These 

courses serve to widen the already vast divide between the poor and the 

rich, in terms of appearances. In El Club de Literatura, however, which is 

at the heart of this dissertation, some of these differences are mediated 

intellectually by the content of the readings and our involvement with the 

text and each others lives. For example, what many of Las Sefioras relay 

about El Club de Literatura is that it has made a dramatic difference in 

their lives in terms of the social resources it has afforded them, 

information that often benefits the entire family. Further, through dialogic 

conversations, our lives have intertwined and together changed, one by 

one, as we have become resources to each other in what is evidently a 

process of lifelong personal development through the pursuit of intellectual 
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growth via literature as a vehicle. The significance of this type of personal 

development versus its more superficial counterpart found in Mexico, as 

well as in the United States, is the individual pursuit for emotional and 

intellectual growth, not for appearances sake. 

The importance of personal development to women's participation in 

school and society, is that it breaks with those traditions that limit their 

potential as intellectuals in female roles. Women as the object of 

domination in relationships, is not about men and women alone, but about 

how we look upon women as mothers in our society. Mothers, for 

example, "'although called the first teachers, of their children...are given no 

authority or power in the teaching role, but instead, are expected to 

transmit knowledge and skills in prescribed ways" (Cuban & Hayes, 1994, 

p. 7) (see also, David, 1993a; David, Hughes, & Ribbens, 1993). This 

traditional treatment of mothers, especially language minority and 

working-class women, prevails in our schools and society. 

Generally, though we tend to look upon the United States as the 

model of civilization (i.e., first world), women's roles continue to be 

defined by patriarchal traditions. This becomes particularly evident when 

we take a much closer look at the notion of family, family participation and 

family literacy. What is revealed is that family is but a metaphor for 
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women and women's work. For that reason, my discussions on family now 

center closely on women's participation in school and society. 

Traditionally, the head of the family has always been a male or a 

woman serving as a male figure head. But, if we examine the family unit. 

Who is charged with the responsibility of the household? childcare? 

chores? subsistence of the family? It is women. We know that 

historically, women's work has been undervalued, a woman never retires 

from being a housewife, never receives a pension, never reaps the benefits 

of her labor (except for the personal satisfaction of having done a good 

job as mother and wife). Little wonder then, that the individual who is in 

reality the heart and soul of the family, continues to be devalued in all 

realms inside and outside of the home, as are Las Senoras. 

''La familia," the family, is a feminine noun. As a feminine entity, in 

reality, the family is a woman's masterpiece. Yet, while the school (la 

escuela) is also a feminine entity, it acts as a patriarchal instrument in the 

socialization of students and families, especially women. Ironically, though 

teachers (la maestra) the transmitters of knowledge, are also generally 

women, and teaching is typically considered a female profession, teachers 

and teaching also fall into the purview of patriarchy. Though the insidious 
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nature of these relationships is not the subject of this dissertation, however, 

they do merit acknowledging for purposes of this discussion. 

A woman's influence affects the whole family as an entity, and 

separately as individuals. The effects of this influence are revealed in the 

collaborative work of El Group de Las Senoras. In concluding this 

chapter, my hope is that I am able to chip away at some of the patemalistic 

traditions that have typically defined women and our own accepted norms 

of interactions with women and their families, in order that it lead to an 

examination of women as individual actors in their own right. 

In her work in the United States, Polakow (1993) outlined the stories 

of single mothers and their children's classrooms. She presented the voices 

of women who were willing to tell their stories. In selecting participants 

Polakow concluded that, "the choice of informants was not random, but 

purposeful: I have chosen to tell the stories of resilient women, of the 

survivors and the fighters, because in their struggle are many lessons to be 

learned, many myths unveiled" (p. 185). Similarly, my ambition in the 

dissertation is to unveil what are common myths about Mexican and 

Mexican American language minority groups, women and families, for 

example, that they are not literate, that they are careless in their lives and 

the education of their children. 
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Polakow described the role that women have taken as has been 

historically determined by the fluctuating economic changes in society. 

Among those historical changes, at one point, the mother was considered 

the child's first essential teacher and the centerpiece of family morality (see 

also David, 1993b). "The well to do," explained Polakow, "became 

childsavers and the protectors of the family; and the poor mothers became 

eligible either for salvation or for damnation" (p. 32). Consequently, these 

•'poor mothers" did not have the opportunity to discover their knowledge 

and their human potential. Their needs were perceived and defined by the 

well to do. Additionally, as suggested by Walkerdine and Lucey (1989) 

•'how social psychology was used by educationalists to develop the ideology 

of motherhood" (David, 1993b, pp. 35-36) 

What was the likelihood then, for these women to express any voice 

within the confinement of their homes? The home, after all, became the 

space in which they were considered worthy (as long as they complied with 

patriarchal norms of what is defined as a proper housewife), but in the 

public sphere of the society, for example, at schools, businesses, 

workplaces, banks, they were considered of little worth (see David, 

1993b). Similarly, "within the debate on sustainable development, the 

wealth of women's traditional knowledge and sound resource management 
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is ignored/forgotten" (Rcxlda, 1991, p. 77). Women's work or knowledge 

is considered of secondary importance, as they are also considered less 

significant as suggested above. As cited in Polakow (1990) Todd and 

Fisher (1988) have reaffirmed that, "Marxist theories describe how 

women's place has been in the home and then the home has been devaluated 

as the private, inconsequential sphere of social life" (p. 4). 

During 1989. Colombo and Palermo (1994). in Argentina, realized 

an investigation that aimed to study the role of mothers as mediators 

between family life and school. The primary goal of this research was to 

describe how the level of transformations that families were living affected 

the types of interactions between schools and the households. Schools, for 

example, were concerned with the lack of parental participation, as in the 

sense of a symbolic participation, what Sirvent (1989) described as: 

Acciones en las cuales no se ejerce. o se ejerce en grado minimo una 
influencia a nivel de la poli'tica y del funcionamiento institucional; 
otra al generar que los individuos y grupos comprometidos la ilusion 
de ejercer un poder inexistente. [Actions in which no political or 
functional influence is applied to the educational institutions; many 
times the groups are given the illusion that they have some type of 
power that in reality does not exist.), (p 28) 

It was corroborated to both community and researchers, that 

mothers were the essential actors who produced changes in the families, 

and that they were also the ones that most intimately supervised children's 
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educational development. Colombo and Palermo's investigation was 

carried out in a setting similar to the one that I am in actuality working in 

Esta delimitacion del universo les permitio comprender que existe un 
sector de familias que no puede plantearse la lucha por la escolaridad 
de sus hijos, debido a las condiciones de precariedad en la que viven. 
Precariedad que abarca desde los limites de lo economico hasta los 
mveles de violencia familiar, entre conyuges y entre padres e hijos. 
[This limitation of the universe permitted them to understand that a 
sector of families exists that cannot question the struggle for the 
education of their children, due to the precarious conditions in which 
they live. A precariousness that begins from the economic limits to 
the levels of domestic violence between couples and between parents 
and their children.] (p. 9) 

The democratization, that was found in the families that engaged in 

changes, affected not only how spouses interacted in the home, but also 

how mothers and fathers participated together in the education of their 

children. Additionally, this new form of interaction extended to mothers' 

communication with the school. The researchers claimed that politicians 

had otherwise denied women access in this arena. Women have not had the 

opportunity to share their knowledge about education and the organization 

of their homes. The previously shared definition of family by Polakow 

(1993) has resurfaced here to inform how it has negatively impacted the 

role that mothers have in society as a whole. These families are the 

reflection of an authoritarian system that has excluded the female 
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perspective, whicii is considered weak and emotional. Colombo and 

Palermo have suggested that within Latin American families 

En la familia encontramos un sistema de autoridad y poder. En este 
sentido, la familia es constructora de ideologia es decir, no solo 
recibe las influencias ideologicas del mundo exterior (medios de 
comunicacion, politicas sociales implementadas desde el estado, etc), 
sino que ademas reconstruye estos mensajes, valores, respondiendo 
desde su propia particularidad. [It is in families where we find a 
system of power and authority. In this sense, the family institution 
builds an ideology, in other words, not only receives the ideological 
influences of the (media, social politics, implemented from the state, 
etc.,) but also rebuilds these messages, values, from their own 
particularity l.(p.20) 

These mothers were encouraged to participate with the researchers 

in dialogue sessions, where they were motivated to discuss and reflect on 

their participation as mediators and fountains of knowledge within the 

family. Some of the activities that took place as part of these sessions were 

as follows: Specialists presented topics related to education not only for the 

schools but also for the mothers: Researchers participated with the mothers 

in gatherings that were organized by them; and Workshops were held for 

parents and others. 

Some of Colombo and Palermo's findings indicated that schools 

called for mother's participation in a symbolic fashion. The idea of 

maternity that schools prescribed for women, for example, was one that 
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prevented the development of mothers as autonomous individuals. To this 

end, Sirvent (1989) has added, 

la participacion real constituye un largo y dificil proceso de 
aprendizaje de conocimientos, actitudes, habilidades y destrezas que 
modifique los modelos de relacion humana internalizados en aiios de 
autoritarismo y explotacion. [True participation constitutes a long 
and difficult process of facts/knowledge, attitudes, abilities and skills 
that modify the models of human relation, internalized during years 
of authoritatorship and exploitation) (p. 82) 

In Mothers and Education: Inside Out? Exploring Family-Education 

Policy and Experience. David, Edwards, Hughes and Ribbens (1993) 

describe British research developments with regard to partnerships 

between families and schools. The aim of this research was to explore the 

ways in which policy-makers and social scientists have together developed 

strategies around the concepts of parental participation in education or 

home-school relations. The intent of these authors was to demonstrate how 

mothers' participation as key educators, both at home and at school, has 

had a tremendous impact on their children's educational process. 

David et al., (1993) discussed how families are changing due to 

socioeconomic reasons. Many households are headed by single mothers 

who need to work in order to fulfill their basic needs. The researchers 

also suggested that society allows women to be in a pivotal position with 

regard to taking responsibility in relation to their children, both within the 
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household and in mediating between children and others. School entry, 

however, has often marked the moment when mothers are obliged to 

relinquish their maternal authority and control over their children to a 

stranger. Following this stage, mothers are considered unable to educate 

their own children. (See also the work of Ballara, 1991; Horsman, 1990). 

Another important aspect of this research to the dissertation is that it 

explores women" issues through interviews. The case studies presented 

reveal the extent to which home-school contact occurs on terms set bv the 

schools themselves, even though the women have taken a variety of 

approaches towards their participation in their children's schools. Women 

were encouraged to describe their experiences in letting go of their 

authority as mothers, when confronting or conforming to school policies. 

The work of Torruellas. Benmayor, Goris. and Juarbe (1991) 

reported on the ways in which immigrant women participated in the 

educational process. For nearly four years, the investigators conducted a 

classroom ethnography in "The Barrio Popular Education Program," 

located in a Puerto Rican community in New York City. This work was 

inspired by Paulo Freire's seminal educational work in Brazil, in which the 

communit}' develops its own curriculum, where the life, problems and 

social situation of the community become the curriculum. In this research. 
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writing became an element that captured the essence of the participants' 

lives. In order for participants to understand the importance of their 

history, Larin American testimonial literature was shared with them. For 

example, they read; Yo Rigoberta Menchu: Si me permiten hablar: and 

Memorias de Bernardo Vega. 

The program attracted some 50 participants, mostly women between 

30 to 83 years of age, and utilized Spanish, the mother tongue of the 

women, to create conditions conducive to learning. The researchers 

became active participants in the project. They worked as tutors, 

coordinators, sometimes substituted in the classrooms, and participated in 

the dialogue sessions. Torruellas et al., presented the testimonies of four 

women who connected the past to their present social situations. These case 

studies were collected orally and tape recorded. The interviews were 

complemented with the autobiographical writings the women created in 

their classes. 

Reflecting on the importance of a pluralistic society in the United 

States, Lugones (1995) described the necessity for women to foster 

networks among themselves. A subject I will return to in a later chapter 

on the friendship of women. Lugones claimed that the term "friend" has 
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not had much theoretical consideration in the history of thought, feminist 

or otherwise: 

I find friendship interesting in the building of a feminist ethos 
because I am interested in bonding among women across differences. 
Friendship is a kind of practical love that commits one to perceptual 
changes in the knowledge of other persons, (p. 141) 

Lugones emphasized the importance of respecting the individuality 

of others. Her belief was that if reality is complex, plural, then the 

bonding among women must also honor this plurality. In my own work 

with Las Senoras, we strive to respect our individualities and leam from 

one another. We capitalize on each others' strengths to prod our own, 

during times of great stress or difficulty. The climate that we have 

promoted allows for multiple perspectives that mirror our differences as 

individuals. 

Elizabeth Porter (1996) cites Janice Raymond in her book entitled A 

Passion for Friends in expanding on the subject of friendship 

This is an attraction where women affect, move, stir and arouse each 
other to full power. This vital passion is a fascination for the 
company of those who bring us out of ourselves when we are low, 
who help us to realize our full potential, who tap into the deep wells 
of our selfhood. This friendship ideal extends beyond social chit
chat. to the space in which the female self is allowed to grow. (9) 
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One of the desires expressed by Las Senoras in the literature study 

group, is the necessity to leam English and better themselves for their own 

benefit and that of their families. In what follows, I review the research 

that has engaged adult female students that were participating in an Adult 

Education English class, where researchers were able to locate a method 

that inspired women's reflective learning experience. In discussing their 

work. Fiore and Elasser (1987) suggested that the writing process, as well 

as the problem posing method, allowed a group of women to discuss and 

write on the issues of relevance to their lives, where topics otherwise 

considered mundane, such as housework, divorce, sexuality, and domestic 

violence became the sources of inspiration for their writings. 

The students elaborate their own experience more skillfully, and they 
perceive stronger links between their own lives and the larger social 
context. They reach outside their own experience to seek new 
sources of knowledge. Finally they become critically conscious of the 
way society affects their lives, and they begin to use writing as a 
means of intervening in their own social environment, (p.93) 

Similarly, Pedersen (1988) recounted on the establishment of centers 

for the personal development of Peruvian women. She described the 

importance of the personal experience for women that are in the process of 

evolving from one state to another. This work involved a group of 

Peruvian women interested in working collectively. The writer 
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emphasized the importance of the topics that were discussed, for example, 

by adding that, 

Los temas que mas les han dejado huellas (el trabajo domestico, las 
relaciones conyugales, la educacion de los hijos, la sexualidad) son 
justamente temas que tocan las condiciones comunes entre mujeres.... 
Ademas del impacto en estas areas de la vida (areas que son 
socialmente poco valoradas y desatendidas), las mujeres confirman 
que han experimentado cambios de vision de si mismas, que se 
valoran mas, que han recuperado la palabra, entre otros. [The topics 
that have impacted the most are (housework, relations among the 
couple, children's education, sexuality) these are the topics that are 
common among women ....Other than the impact on these areas of 
life, (areas that are socially not highly valued and lacking attention), 
women shared that they have experienced changes in the way they 
see themselves, they consider themselves highly valued and they 
recovered the (power of the spoken) word, among others] (p. 230) 

Pedersen considered it important to examine the notion of "changes for the 

women who are very needy," she suggested that in order to produce real 

changes, it was necessary to prepare women of different social classes. 

Also inspired by the work of Freire and attracted by the notions of 

democratic education and liberatory teaching methods. Power (1995) has 

shared her recent work with a small group of adult women attending a 

literacy program. This group of African-American women participated in 

a program called "METRO Literacy Initiative."' Using the 

phenomenological point of view, some vignettes were shared in which 

women discussed their learning experiences and their lived experiences as 

students. Powers described her group, by saying: "Each group of students 
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is unique. Each woman brought with her a special set of strengths and 

challenges" (p. 20). 

The relationship between Powers' work and the dissertation lies in 

the use of literature, poetry, and comic books to provoke women's 

responses to the content of the texts themselves. Powers explained. 

We celebrate oral language in our group. The women are given 
ample time to talk through their ideas in relation to their reading and 
writing. I believe that students need this: to read aloud, to raise their 
voices, to testify their presence and power in the world, (p. 25) 

Students in this class preferred to learn in a collective fashion. The 

women sitting around a circular table in, sharing supplies, teasing each 

other, are reminiscent of Las Senoras. who are also learning together in a 

climate where dialogue and respect are the principle venues of learning. 

Where there is a mutuality of trust, affectionate care, and intimate 
self-disclosure, this is usually built over time, and 'this mutuality is 
the basis of special responsibilities' (Annis, 1987. 352). We accept 
each other's views, listen, keep promises and confidences, lend 
possessions, and give emotional support. (Porter. 1996, p. 70) 

Elsewhere, in the San Francisco bay area, in white working class and 

upper middle class communities, Laureau (1989) conducted a participant 

observation research on the ways in which teachers' expectations have 

impacted parents' involvement in schools. The researcher observed in 

classrooms and recorded the schools' daily activities. The research was 
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conducted with two first grade classrooms. Interviews were carried out 

with the mothers of twelve children, as well as the teachers, and the school 

principals. The personal interviews realized in the homes were used to 

gather information about the literacy activities in the family and parental 

participation in school or elsewhere. Interviews were also carried out in 

the households, thus facilitating a very personal relationship for the 

researcher. Additionally, data analysis was based on taped interviews and 

numerous hours of participant observation in the classrooms. 

Laureau concluded that social class had a significant impact in 

shaping family involvement in school. The study claimed that a very high 

proportion of parents agreed that they wanted to be supportive of their 

children's schooling, but that they would imply very different things by 

this. Independent of parent's desires for their children, social class gave 

parents an edge in helping their children in schooling (see also David et. al, 

1993). 

In both working class and middle class schools for example, parent 

involvement has often translated into helping children do homework. 

While the working class parents attempted to help their children at home, 

they did not possess the resources or knowledge to assist them. The upper 

class parents, on the other hand, not only had the social resources, but 
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knew how to transform them to the student's benefit in school. Laureau's 

work also pointed to how a parent's level of education suggests an interest 

in their children's educational success. Working class parents also tended 

to entrust their children to the educational system under the impression that 

the school knew what was best for the students (see also David, et al., 1993; 

Lugones, 1995; Moll, 1990). 

5.1 Summary. Mothers are consistently constructed as the major 

sources of influence in their children's development, and are also held 

responsible for both chiidcare and the ways in which children develop. 

Their primary role with regard to their children is that of less 

acknowledged pedagogue, creating both the context for children's 

development and the sources of children's developmental problems as 

identified in chiidcare manuals (Marshall, 1991; Woollett & Phoenix, 

1996). Interestingly, in El Club de Literatura. Las Serioras utilize the 

group as a place to share their ways of becoming pedagogues with their 

children. Yet, though, schools insist upon talking about "parental 

involvement," in reality it is mothers, not fathers, who are responsible for 

their children's development. 

Woollett and Phoenix (1996), have described the necessity for 

allowing mothers (or parents) to behave in such a way that independence 
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and intellect are fostered. Mothers' participation in dialogues, conferences, 

literature clubs, mathematics workshops, and personal development 

sessions provides the conditions for these women to change their views 

about their lives and the world around them. It is important to remember 

that factors such as social class, education and social opportunities set 

important limits on the attainments of their children. 

5.2 Conclusion. Not surprisingly. Las Senoras are also reaching out 

for those very accouterments to improve themselves in order to improve 

their children's educational experiences. The discussion of their lived 

experiences honors their lives in order to understand that: Working-class 

mothers have other issues in their lives other than, giving children 

sufficient resources of time, language, formal education, space, toys and, 

other goods (Walkerdine & Lucey, 1989). Woollett and Phoenix (1996) 

have concluded that while "developmental texts create a view of 'normal' 

mothering in which mothers are constructed as sensitive and child-

centered," they also imply that any attempt at "taking their own needs into 

account is selfish and 'unmotherly'" (p. 98). It is unfortunate to see that 

when women are searching for an understanding of their own needs, they 

are judged as unworthy mothers. When in reality, the "model of ideal" 

mothers is a nostalgic imposition that altogether belongs to a different 
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social and ethnic class and time (White, middle class and married). 

Through the discussions with Las Senoras, these conceptions are challenged 

and one is able to appreciate that through their personal development. Las 

Senoras as mothers are already positively affecting the lives of their 

children. In sum, it is the society in which they are living, that causes them 

to look deviant from that idealized norm. 

Sandra Lee Bartky (1996) has defined what the lives of other women 

have begun to demonstrate to us. 

With few exceptions, women are subjected to a powerful disciplinary 
pedagogy which teaches us that we are the Other and which prepares 
us for the "lesser life" that many of us are destined to live. Simone 
de Beauvoir has told us that women are not bom but made: I take 
this to mean that our subjectivities are formed within an interlocking 
grid of social ensembles-school, family, church, workplace, media-
that teach us our destiny, which is to serve and please. (p. 225) 

Las Sefioras and I have, through literature, discussed the necessity of 

female characters to be liberated. For example: in Como Agua para 

Chocolate [Like water for chocolatel, Tita, the main character goes into a 

state of regression that borders on mental instability as a reaction to her 

mother's traditions. Traditions which demand that the youngest daughter 

not marry and remain the mother's life-long servant. In reaction to such 

traditions, many of Las Serioras, have themselves been caught-up in 

challenging such fate by getting married. Yet, this very move of liberation 
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has proven much like the history of la Malinche, the native that went 

against the Aztec kingdom by helping the Spaniards. Malinche, who was 

searching for freedom, ended up with yet another oppressor — the same 

chains, with a different face! 

Gloria, for example, one of Las Senoras was placed in a convent 

school because of her rebelliousness. Her father decided that it was better 

for Gloria to live in the convent than to let her have her way. Prior to 

completing her schooling, however. Gloria decided to get married and 

changed her status from encumbered daughter to encumbered wife. 

Jennifer Horsman (1990) has also supported the idea that women need the 

space and the opportunity to tell their stories, in essence to share their 

lives. ''Only in this way can we hope to create programs for women that 

will meet their needs and enable them to challenge the status quo " (p. 15). 

Transformational activity is what Mike Rose (1989) has presented to 

the reader in: Lives on the Boundary a moving account of the struggles and 

achievements of America's educational underclass. Much like Las Senoras, 

Rose had the opportunity to "get redefined." Living in the United States as 

a minority growing up in Los Angeles. His experiences with school were 

poor until he had the opportunity to meet with teachers that introduced him 

to the world of literature. 
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There were some lives that were already beyond Jack MacFarland's 
[his teacher] ministrations, but mine was not. I started reading again 
as I hadn't since elementary school. I would go into our gloomy little 
bedroom or sit at the dinner table while, on the television, Danny 
McShane was paralyzing Mr. Moto with the atomic drop, and work 
slowly back through Heart of Darkness, trying to catch the words in 
Conrad's sentences...MacFarland had hooked me. He tapped my old 
interest in reading and creating stories. He gave me a way to feel 
special by using my mind. (pp. 33-34) 

Rose's narrative of his reading experiences compares with Las Senoras' 

reading activity in El Club de Literatura. many of whom have described 

how these new experiences with reading have awoken old passions for 

reading. The relevance of Rose's narrative to this dissertation is 

particularly important for me as a teacher, since Rose describes how and 

when these teachers that he encountered helped him to redefine himself. 

The idea, as in El Club de Literatura. is that if we create literate conditions 

for discussions as well as providing the appropriate literature, anybody can 

enter the "literacy club," but more importantly for Las Sefioras we can 

through personal development create the conditions that promote our own 

growth as women. 
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PART II 

PHILOSOPHICAL, THEOI^TICAL AND METHODOLOGICAL 
ORIENTATION. 

In general research courses, (e.g., qualitative, ethnographic) I have 

found that the overarching concern for students is the focus: How can I get 

my research out of this? Graduate students quickly arm themselves with a 

research question and begin to look for sites where they can extract a 

community's knowledge and life experiences in order to develop research 

papers and ultimately extract sufficient material to swoop down on a 

community, the essence of what will become the research for the articles 

that follow (Gitlin, 1990; McTaggert, 1997). 

This focus and the attitude that this is the "norm" is disturbing for 

several reasons. For one it implies that the researcher knows better, that 

she or he knows where to look and what is to be found there. Second, it 

Implies that it is the researcher who will shed light on the problem, which 

further implies that the community under scrutiny not only remains at the 

periphery, but it is also utilized under the guise of hegemonic practices 

which make these relationships appear once again the ""norm." It is as if 

the yardstick, as discussed by Knoblauch (1990), in this case, higher 

education, gives the researcher the power to determine the questions to be 
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asked without consideration of those whose lives are most affected (see 

also Cook-Gumperz 1986; Giroux, 1989; Schuster, 1990; Sleeter, 1991; 

Wexler, 1989). 

This work is in part a reaction to such attitudes, facilitated by my 

own growing inquiry into the ethics and morals of doing research in 

communities that are often less privileged by social, political and economic 

forces shaping their lives, as well as the continuing realm of research that 

has informed my own practice as a teacher and researcher (Moll, 1990; 

Heckman, 1996). This includes countless conversations with colleagues, 

particularly my committee chairs, who have over the years also become 

participants in this research, where we have disagreed, agreed and learned 

as we have discussed readings and experiences that have prompted us to 

delve deeper into the practice and meaning of research while insisting to 

keep the other (those who are in essence educating us to the questions that 

prompt our thinking) in the foreground. It is also membership in this 

community in which I have worked for more than 10 years that has 

benefited my insight where most of my teaching and learning has taken 

place. It is also here where the inquiry into my practices, both as a 

pedagogue and a researcher have grown. 
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Additionally, this inquiry has also led me to take a course and follow 

readings in the field of Nursing, where research and caring, the human 

concern for others, are intertwined in an ethic to be embodied by the 

researcher (Munhall, 1994; Van Manen, 1990). The origins of this 

orientation are found in the philosophical, theoretical and methodological 

treatises of phenomenology and can be witnessed in practice elsewhere 

where this orientation has influenced participatory action research. 

McTaggert (1997), for example, has warned against such notions as 

illusory participation. 

We use the term participatory action research to differentiate it 
from other kinds of research that typically involve researchers from 
the academy doing research on people, making the people objects of 
research...The knowledge produced from such research can be used 
in coercive kinds of ways, but somewhat contradictorily can create 
the illusion of participation. People can be required to work out 
ways of implementing policy developed on the basis of knowledge 
produced by research on them rather than by them. This is not 
participatory action research but the co-option of people into the 
research, development, and dissemination approach invented by a 
coalition of policy makers and social scientists whose primary 
interest is in maintaining control (p. 29) (see also Reason, 1994) 

A Phenomenology of Women's Lives 

The use of phenomenological research is not uncommon to the world 

of women's narratives (Alvarez, 1996; Bergum, 1991; Davies, 1992; 

Griffin, 1982; Jameson, 1982; Peterson, 1997; Zavella, 1982) where the 

subjects of accuracy and truthfulness with respect to the lived experience of 
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women's lives is broached in multiple ways, and where respect and the 

complexity of human relationships play themselves out. Further, these 

works also speak to the distance created between participants as the result 

of social class, ethnicity and education. Where, at times, those distances are 

precariously balanced and though there may be respect in the relationship, 

the tensions (e.g., alienation is not fully placated and preconceived ideas or 

notions remain just below the surface) created by differences in 

background and experience have not been fully dissipated. 
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CHAPTER 6 

A PHENOMENOLOGICAL APPROACH 

The philosophical movement of phenomenology began primarily 

with the writings of Husserl (1970), Heidegger (1962), and Merieau-Ponty 

(1974), and Dutch philosophical schools of thought. Phenomenology is 

most notably a human science, with a "distinctive philosophy, theory and 

method for studying the world of everyday life" (Anderson, 1991, p. 26). 

Hermeneutic phenomenology is a human science which studies persons 

(Van Manen, 1990. p. 6). Hermeneutics is concerned with the 

interpretations of lived experiences, more accurately it becomes evidenced 

in the writing phase, the point at which descriptions become interpretive 

(Ray, 1994; Van Manen, 1990). The goal of a hermeneutic phenomenology 

is the discovery and description of individuals' lived experiences 

(Anderson, 1991). Taken further, the description becomes the 

interpretation of text (Van Manen, 1990). There is then, no hermeneutics 

without the phenomenological foundation, a point frequently lost on those 

"doing" hermeneutics. Van Manen (1990) has reminded us that 

Hermeneutic phenomenology is a philosophy of the personal, the 
individual, which we pursue against the background of an 
understanding of the evasive character of the logos of other, the 
whole, the communal, or the social.(p. 7) 
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My use of hermeneutic phenomenology as a theory, philosophy, and 

research methodology seeks to arrive at the nature of the meaning of every 

day experience. The question that I have is central to how women 

experience their lives in the United States as immigrants, mothers and 

wives. Further, both on a personal level as a woman, and on a professional 

level, as a teacher, I explore the meaning of being a woman in this country, 

as an immigrant like myself, and a mother as well. Because of the nature 

of our involvement. Las Senoras and I have engaged in what 

phenomenologists describe as "dialogical conversations." Las Senoras and 1 

share common interests and a willingness to explore others. As a 

researcher, I ask for the meaning, specifically, of Las Senoras' life 

experiences and reflect upon them with respect to my own. That is, my 

experiences while they may help to appreciate theirs, do not supplant them. 

As participants in El Club de Literatura, we care about the subject and 

about the questions that emanate during our literature circles. 

To address the concerns regarding phenomenology as a science. Van 

Manen (1990) has pointed to its systematic explicit, self-critical, and 

intersubjective qualities. Andrade (1994) reminds us that 

It is systematic in that it employs specially practiced modes of 
questioning, reflection, focus, and intuiting. It is explicit in that it 
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attempts to articulate through the content and form of its text. 
Phenomenology is self-critical in that it is a continual process of 
examination in regards to its goals and methods, and the strengths 
and shortcomings of its approach and achievements. And finally, it is 
intersubjective in its interpretation, it requires the reader to establish 
a dialogue in relation to the phenomenon, (pp. 106-107) 

6.1 Summary. Phenomenology is unlike all other sciences because it 

seeks to gain insightful descriptions of the way we experience the world of 

plausible insight which brings us in more direct contact with the world 

(Van Manen, 1990, 1991). In sum, pedagogy is the art, science and 

profession of teaching, in its broadest sense, it is informal and formal 

education. Van Manen has (1990) has defined pedagogy as "a certain 

encounter of togetherness between parent and child, teacher and pupil" (p. 

31). 

There Is a proverb that suggests that one is never too old to learn. 

Growth remains a human possibility throughout life. An adult can give 

new shape and direction to his or her being or identity at any age. given the 

proper circumstances. For a child, as well as for an adult self-knowledge 

is not so much an introspective process as it is a process of becoming. We 

learn to know who we "really" are when we become our introspective 

selves. Growth is visible in the new relations we establish with the world 

outside and inside of us. Similarly, phenomenology is a pedagogically 
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grounded concept of research, as it is a way of being in the sociaJ-iiistorical 

world" (Ray, 1994, p. 118). The type of knowledge that is generated from 

this form of human science serves in the practice of pedagogy (see Van 

Manen, 1986, 1990), as it affects children, adults and women. 

6.2 Conclusion. As methodology, phenomenology seeks out the 

nature of the meaning of every day experience. Consequently, 

phenomenological inquiry seeks a deeper understanding of a particular 

phenomenon by researching lived experience. The phenomenon of this 

study is central to how women experience their lives in this country as 

immigrants, mothers and wives. My use of hermeneutic phenomenology as 

a theory, philosophy and research methodology is to achieve and maintain a 

harmony with the lived experience of women. Las Sefioras. subjects of this 

dissertation. 

In writing the dissertation, a phenomenological approach to research 

calls for a deeper involvement with the stories and thematic moments found 

in Las Senoras writings and my observations, with informal interviews 

(conversations), as well as the analysis and interpretations of the same. 

Parse, Coyne and Smith (1985) have claimed that the goal of 

phenomenology is to "uncover the meaning" of lived experiences by 

analyzing, intuiting, and describing a phenomenon from individual reports 
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of these experiences and by "allowing" the phenomenon to "show itself." 

without the use of "the predictive prescriptions of the quantitative 

methodologies" (p. 15). 

O'Heam (1987) has given a clear statement of the phenomenologist's 

goal. She argues that it is through consciousness that individuals 

experience the world, much as in Freire's process of conscientizacion. 

Consciousness, moreover, does two things. It attributes knowledge of the 

thing - in itself while adding on a meaning of interpretation to objects. The 

goal of the phenomenologist is to remove this added meaning. 

The phenomenological research method that explores the humanness 

of a being in the world, is a drama, an interactive involvement of both the 

"researcher" and the "researched." Bergum C1989) has defined this 

relationship as follows: 

For the researcher, the research drama is experienced as a dialectic 
between the inner commitment (the interest, the passion) and outer 
activities (stating the question, establishing the approach, 
operationalizing the tasks, writing and rewriting), (p. 55) 

Once again, as a human science, phenomenological research strives to 

"interpret and understand," rather than to "observe and explain," which is 

an approach normally found in the natural sciences. 

Van Manen (1984) has suggested that phenomenological research 
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edifies the depthfui, the personal insight contributing to one's 
thoughtfulness and one's ability to act toward others, child or adults, 
with a tact or tactfulness. It is a philosophy of the unique, the 
personal, the individual which we pursue, against the background of 
an understanding of the logos of Other, the Whole, or the 
communal" (p. ii). (found in Bergum, 1989, p. 56) 

Interestingly, with respect to the nature of understanding in relation 

to story telling, Benjamin (1969) has explained that "'the loss of storytelling 

as a valued enterprise is related to the changed face of death in present 

society" adding that "people are 'dry dwellers in eternity' who are stowed 

away in sanatoriums or hospitals at the end of their life (p. 94). While 

once the death of a person could release the story of personal knowledge 

and wisdom~"the stuff of real life"~the hygienic approach to death has 

lead to a loss of the authority of storytelling" (Morse, 1989, p. 63). Thus, 

even in life, people neither tell their stories nor have the flexibility to do 

so. 
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CHAPTER 7 

THE PHENOMENOLOGY OF THE DISSERTATION 

The novel Hasta no Verte Jesiis Mio, was the primary focus of the 

collection of data with regard to the reading process. However, it by no 

means defines the breadth nor the scope of my relationship with Las 

Seiioras. Ours is a relationship that has spanned over three years. After 

almost a year of formally collecting information, interviews, video taping, 

and personal communication, the writing of the chapters that follow comes 

out of my reflections on all our interactions and conversations (that is, 

there is, again, choice in the telling). The words belong to each woman and 

as incredible as it may seem, nothing was fictionalized. In this respect, the 

words of Muriel Rukeyser (1973) reverberate throughout the chapters that 

follow. Recall that she posed the question: "What would happen if one 

woman told the truth about her life?" What often happens is that these life 

stories are dismissed as having been lived. Further, in the present case, 

these are the stories of many women. This presents yet a greater dilemma, 

so many women, so many shared and varied life experiences: So many 

incredible stories to tell! The outpouring of life histories is overwhelming 

for all, especially for the skeptic who continues to believe in the sanctity of 



97 

those overt and covert patriarchal traditions that insure the subjugation of a 

woman's place. 

As part of the process of writing the chapters of this dissertation. Las 

Senoras were invited to read and comment on their stories as each was 

woven throughout the text. Additionally, each Seiiora selected the 

pseudonym to be used to preserve her anonymity. During the writing 

process there have been times when they have called me to inform me that 

there was something further to add to their interviews; details that they felt 

were central to the telling of the life stories of Las Senoras. 

Interviews and discussions are the foremost method employed both 

in qualitative research and, not surprisingly, in psychotherapy. The 

interview provides forums for the exchange of verbal and nonverbal 

information. The researcher/therapist, and participant/client respond to and 

influence each other (Horsman, 1990). The interviews in both contexts 

involve a process of unveiling personal feelings, beliefs, wishes, problems, 

experiences, and behaviors. In discussing methodology highlighted by her 

research on motherhood, and her experience conducting interviews, Oakley 

(1981) pointed to the importance of accepting feelings. Very much like in 

my own relationship with Las Senoras, Oakley describes her experiences in 
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conducting interviews, by providing examples of the earnest transition 

between the interviewer to a friend. 

In terms of my experience in the childbirth project, I found that 
interviewees very often took the initiative in defining the 
interviewer-interviewee relationsiiip as something wiiich existed 
beyond the limits of question-asking and answering...There was also 
a certain amount of interest in my own situation. What sort of person 
was I and how did I come to be interested in this subject? (p. 4^ 

Oakley (1981) has also enlightened my understanding of interviewees in 

describing the importance of documenting women's own accounts of their 

lives. 

What was important was not taken-for-granted sociological 
assumptions about the role of the interviewer but a new awareness of 
the interviewer as an instrument for promoting a sociology for 
women — that is, as a tool for making possible the articulated and 
recorded commentary of women on the very personal business of 
being female in a patriarchal capitalist society, (pp. 48-49) 

The researcher also encouraged interviewees to tell their stories about the 

subject at hand, and why the data were recorded verbatim. However when 

presenting study outcomes, the final product should as Oiler (1982) has 

suggested, "speak simply for itself (p. 179). 

Research aims to develop knowledge. The predominant qualitative 

methods in nursing research - grounded theory, ethnography, and 

phenomenology - rely on interviews as the preeminent source of data. 
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Interview data are analyzed according to a chosen method that illuminates 

the central themes in the experiences and feelings of a selected person or 

group of people about a specific issue or situation. 

When we listen to others' stories about the pain of incest, mother on 
crack, caring for a demented loved one, or living with a bipolar 
disorder, we learn about people's lives in their own terms. We do 
not anticipate the categories into which experience and meanings will 
somehow neatly fit. (Hutchinson & Wilson 1994, p. 301) 

As an alternative and a historical reaction to the then prevailing 

hegemony of the positivist perspective, phenomenology construed itself as a 

philosophy, a perspective, and an approach to practice and research. 

Recall that Husserl attempted to restore the "reality" of humans in their 

"life worlds," to capture the "meaning" of this reality, and to revive 

philosophy with new humanism. 

Phenomenological research is the attentive practice of thoughtfulness 

- a minding, a heeding, a caring attunement, a wondering about the project 

of living. When the language of a lived experience awakens a person to the 

meaning of the experience, he or she gains a fuller understanding of what it 

means to be human. Phenomenological research is a quest for precisely 

that: What does it mean to be human? The more deeply a person 

understands human experience, the more fully and uniquely she or he 

becomes human. 
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Phenomenology has been called the "science of examples" (Munhall, 

1994). Phenomenological descriptions are, therefore, often composed of 

examples that permit readers "to see" the deeper significance or strucmre 

of the lived experience being described. The essential question is the extent 

to which any method helps us to understand what it means to be human. 

Understanding the meaning of being human is the paramount aim of this 

research perspective. In this regard, the ideas presented in this dissertation 

are all the result of three kinds of dialogue; 1) Intemal dialogue, the 

personal inquiry into the phenomenon; 2) External dialogue, the sharing of 

my understanding with Las Senoras as well as with my colleagues and 

finally, 3) The Eternal dialogue in which one realizes that there is no end 

to the search for understanding of the philosophical thought about the 

experiences of, in this case, being a woman (Munhall, 1994). 

7.1 Las Senoras. As might be anticipated, there are many similarities 

and differences among the women that participate in El Club de Literatura. 

However, there are many more differences to be found. Essentially, 

though, all of Las Senoras have one commonality, they are Mexican. 

Those who have participated in the program since 1997 have an asterisk by 

their name. These are the Senoras that have participated in the dissertation, 

none was recruited. All of the women are Spanish speakers and five are 
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bilingual. The following table (Table 1. Profiles of Las Senoras) offers the 

reader details about the participants in El Club de Literatura. Additionally, 

a narrative on El Club de Literatura and Las Senoras can be found in Part 

III; The Setting and the Main Characters. 

Table 1. A Profile of Las Senoras.' 

Name Year of 
Birth 

Place of Birth Children Marital 
Status 

Religious 
Afniiation^ 

Raraona S. 1948 Yucatan, Mexico 6 married Catholic 

Margo R. 1967 Agua Prieta, Sonora 3 married Catholic 

Cassandra G. 1967 Guasabe, Sinaloa 3 single parent Jehovah Witness 

Carmen R. 1968 Culiacan, Sinaloa 2 married Jehovah Witoess 

Sylvia C. 1967 Culiacan, Sinaloa 3 married Catholic 

Luisa M. 1969 Culiacan, Sinaloa 2 divorced Catholic 

Maria D. 1970 Los Mochis, Sonora 6 married Jehovah Witness 

Yesenia D. 1976 Hermcsillo. Sonora 2 divorced Catholic 

Yolanda S. 1976 Nogales, Sonora 1 married Christian 

Florencia S. N/A Agua Prieta, Sonora 7 married Catholic 

VikiH. N/A Nogales, Sonora 7 married Catholic 

Dulce P. 1969 Nogaies, Sonora 3 married Catholic 

Josefina A. 1968 Hermosillo, Sonora 3 married Catholic 

Crystal V. 1959 Junta de los Rios, 
Zacatecas 

4 married Catholic 

Rosario R. 1965 Guaymas, Sonora 3 married Catholic/Christian 

Patricia R. 1966 Agua Prieta, Sonora 4 married Catholic/Christian 

Suzette L. 1965 Navojoa, Sonora 3 divorced Jehovah Witness 

Dora A. 1973 Acaponeta, Nay 1 married Catholic 

Mary U. 1966 Cananea, Sonora 2 married Catholic 

Alma S. 1966 Cananea, Sonora 3 married Jehovah Witness 

Monica S. 1966 Nogales, Sonora 3 married Catholic 
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Name Year of 
Birth 

Place of Birth Children Marital 
Status 

Religious 
Affiliation 

Jesse A. 1980 Nogales, Sonora none single Jehovah Witness 

Francisca O. 1941 Culiacan, Sinaloa 5 married Jehovah Witness 

Herlinda C. 1943 Santa Anna, Sonora 5 married Jehovah Witness 

ElsaN. 1967 Magdalena, Sonora 3 married Catholic 

Carol C. 1969 Hermosillo, Sonora 2 married Catholic 

Yahaira C. 1967 Las Moras, Sonora 2 married Catholic 

Aurora L. 1922 Stockton. California 10 widowed Catholic 

Clementina L. 1950 Nogales, Sonora 3 married Catholic 

Tere M. 1948 Puerto Penasco, 
Sonora 

3 married Catholic 

Tita F. 1968 Nogales. Sonora 5 married Catholic 

Alicia S. 1965 Nogales, Sonora 5 married Catholic 

Maria V. 1968 Nogales, Sonora 2 married Catholic 

Lupita C. 1970 Nogales, Sonora 3 single Catholic 

Claudia C. 1960 Guaymas, Sonora 2 married Catholic 

Norma Z. 1969 Culiacan, Sinaloa 2 married Catholic 

Laura L. 1973 Nogales. Sonora 2 married Catholic 

Claudia I. 1967 Mexicale, B. C. none single Christian 

Angelica 0. 1958 Hermosillo, Sonora 1 married Catholic 

Maria R. 1964 Guaymas, Sonora 3 married Catholic 

Elena M. 1965 Nogales, Sonora 1 married Catholic 

Maria S. 1965 Tucson. Arizona 2 single Catholic 

1. The profile of Las Seftoras points to the diversity of the group in terms of age. place of birth, number of 
children, marital status, and religious affiliation. 

2. Christian refers to a varietv' of religious groups that refer to themselves as "'Cristianos." For e.\ample, they 
may be Evangelist or other religious offshoots of Catholicism. These are the religious terms used by Las 
Seftoras, to identify themselves. Their use is deliberate to differentiate themselves from otherwise being 
categorized as Catholic. 
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7.2 The Setting 

During our Tuesday and Thursday class meetings, our schedule is as 

follows: 

8:20 Las Senoras arrive. Coffee and News. 

8:35 English class 

10:05 El Club de Literatura 

11:05 Conclude the morning classes. Though, I continue woridng 
with a few women: helping them with translations, calling 
agencies for them, going with them to offices, appointments 
and so on. 

[Many of the Senoras return to their homes at this time, in 
order to prepare lunch for their husbands, prepare meals and 
do other housework. I 

1:35 Computer class 

2:35 Children and Mothers conclude their school day. 

The dissertation focuses on the activities of El Club de Literatura, which 

meets from 10:05 to 11:05, twice a week. As of January 1997, Las Senoras 

and I began reading Hasta No Verte Jesus Mio, written by Elena 

Poniatowska. As with other books, 1 selected this novel because of the 

importance of the role of female characters in the development of the 

story. Prior to this reading selection. Las Senoras have read books of 

similar complexity (see Appendix A). The reading and discussion of this 

book, took place over the course of 5 months. Further, the reading of the 

book was complemented by other activities such as viewing a film, reading 
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articles or other related use of visual materials of relevance to the topics in 

the novel. 

7.3 Data Collection Procedures. Some of the interactions that 

occurred daily in Room 1, the Parent Room, were videotaped and 

audiotaped during the reading of Hasta no Verte Jesus Mfo in order to 

capture the interactive dynamics of our discussions in El Club de 

Literatura. This form of recording events not only allowed me a 

reexamination of those past events within El Club de Literatura, but it also 

permitted me to pinpoint key moments of social transformation. Ulmer's 

(1989) introduction of the "concept of oralysis" is presented in Fontana and 

Prey's (1994) discussion as "referring to the ways in which oral forms, 

derived from everyday life, are, with the recording powers of video, 

applied to the analytical tasks associated with literate forms" (p.36). 

Recently, oral history has helped to promote an understanding and 

bring forth the history of women in cultures and societies that have 

traditionally relied on a masculine interpretation. "Refusing to be rendered 

historically voiceless any longer, women are creating a new history-using 

our own voices and experiences" (Gluck, 1984, p. 222). Not surprisingly, 

oral histories have proven to be a powerful method of data collection with 

Las Senoras and our work in EI Club de Literatura. 
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Munhall (1994) has suggested that it is through such forms of 

dialogic conversation that the researcher is able to arrive at central analysis 

of thematic statements and essential themes. In writing the dissertation, I 

employed the interviewing method to validate women's subjective 

experiences as women and as individuals (Oakley, 1981). 

7.4 Summary. In my relationship with Las Senoras as informants, I 

began to collect the many stories, anecdotes, pictures and personal writings 

shared with me, not only for their sentimental value as it were, but for the 

intellectual value that they held. Our "dialogical conversations." to which 

Las Senoras are already accustomed to, allow me to seek deeper 

understandings of each Senora. Where necessary, those stories have been 

translated by me to English. In those instances. I have attempted to 

maintain the tone and essence of each individual's style. As the 

interviewer, my intent has been to seek an understanding of each woman's 

lived experiences, as each has shared with me in developing an oral history. 

My own field notes have provided me with additional resources in 

capturing their thoughts and my observations, necessary to enhance the 

thematic analysis. During the time of our literary encounters. Las Senoras 

and I have also prepared fieldnotes to record our experiences with the 

texts. Because I have been an active participant during El Club de 
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Literatura, I established a type of fieldnotes that did not take me away from 

the activity of the group. I, however, loosely followed the field note 

conventions suggested by Spradley (1980). 

As part of the ongoing process of data collection, 1 have also 

partaken of weekly debriefings with university researchers. The 

significance of the debriefings is twofold: For one they allow me to capture 

the reflections of week by week literature club activities. Further, these 

debriefings form part of the phenomenological process of data collection, 

which includes the "external" dialogue (Munhall, 1994). 

According to Van Manen (1984), phenomenological reflection 

involves two major steps: conducting thematic analysis and then 

determining essential themes. The first step, in conducting thematic 

analysis, has four parts: 

1. Uncovering thematic aspects in life-worid descriptions. 

2. Isolating thematic statements. 

3. Composing linguistic transformations. 

4. Gleaning thematic descriptions from artistic sources. 

Following these steps, I identified and elaborated the themes which 

surfaced, and shared them with Las Seiioras as part of the ongoing analysis. 

In this respect, I have also utilized the interviews to establish connections 
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between their lived experiences and the process of participation within EI 

Club de Literatura. 

7.5 Conclusion. Munhall (1994) warned that "phenomenology is not 

for everyone." adding that "it is difficult on several planes, or individuals 

may not be ready for phenomenology. Though there is laugher, there are 

also tears and pain" (p. 39). As such, phenomenology requires a deep 

involvement and growing commitment with the 'Other.'" In this respect, 

participation in the phenomenological process requires both intellect and 

compassion. Through the reading of the chapters that follow, the reader 

will experience the sometimes difficult experiences that Las Senoras have 

lived, yet there will also be chapters where humor and laugher will be the 

medium of communication. However, Las Senoras, do not cry out for 

sympathy from me or you. the reader, but strive through their narratives 

to name the experiences that have kept their lives anchored in a sea of 

contradictions. The significance of this is that they do not rely on me for 

salvation, but begin to look to themselves and each other as they seek out 

the resources to change the course of their fates. 
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PART III: 

THE SETTING AND THE MAIN CHARACTERS 

Chapters 8 and 9 that follow focus on the setting of EI Club de 

Literatura and its main characters. Las Senoras. Before sharing the life 

stories of Las Serioras, however, it would benefit the reader to understand 

the social, historical, economic, and political situations circumscribing the 

lives of the protagonists of this dissertation. Las Sefioras find themselves at 

the fringes of cultural, social, economic and political mainstream society. 

Additionally, as female protagonists, they find themselves struggling to 

reinvent themselves, as each recreates a feminine model in search of 

freedom from the constraints placed on them in patriarchal systems in this 

country as well as their native homeland. Mexico. 

What surges out of this literary exercise is Las Senoras" remarkable 

resolve to survive against the odds placed on them by their husbands, 

families, religious backgrounds, and perhaps their own worst enemy: their 

own self-doubt, that has at times paralyzed them to a state of inaction. 

Where, "mas vale el malo por conocido que bueno por conocer" [evil 

known is better than the good that is as of yet unknown] keeps them from 

leaving situations of despair. Of all Las Senoras. it is difficult to suggest 
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which are the principal protagonists. Ail stories are significant, each in its 

own right teaches us something further. As in Greeic Tragedies, the 

principal point here has been the impact of human emotions of anger, 

hatred, and love. Here there are other human tragedies: deportation, loss 

of voice because of language differences, and the neglect of women by 

society. In Chapter 8, I present Las Senoras and the extended networks of 

exchange they have formed through friendships. Chapter 9 is dedicated to 

a discussion on the literacies utilized by Las Senoras in El Club de 

Literatura. 
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CHAPTER 8 

THE FRIENDSHIP OF WOMEN 

Jane Austen writes in Northanger Abbey, "the men think us 
incapable of real friendship you know, and I am determined to show 
them the difference" (In Enright & Rawlinson, 1991, p. 107) 

One striking result of the collaboration of El Grupo de Las Senoras 

has been the formation of friendships through extended networks of 

exchange of what by some have been called sisterhoods (Luke, 1992; 

Mitchell and Oakley, 1976; Oakley, 1981a; Pederson, 1988; Porter, 1996). 

Although, elsewhere Porter (1996) warned against the "rhetoric of 

sisterhood which is an important political device, but does not lend 

necessarily to friendship" (p. 64). these networks take the place of the 

absent family and supplant the companionship that they would normally 

provide. The majority of Las Senoras have had to leave families behind in 

their homeland, often cutting the lines of communication because of the 

need to protect their legal status. These newly created friendships function, 

then, as a lifeline that helps keep them afloat amidst the economic and 

emotional pressures draining their lives. These friendships provide the 
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necessary distraction from pressing realities and are necessary to 

strengthen their resolution to survive. 

In The Maria Paradox, Gil and Vazquez (1996) have concluded that 

it is crucial for Latina women to have some type of support, especially 

when they fmd themselves isolated. 

All too frequently, abused women follow a pattern of isolation - the 
worst move they can make if they are to end their suffering. And 
for this reason, many abusers forbid their spouses to have friends or 
other contacts that could influence their lives, (p. 171) 

Isolation, therefore, comes in many shapes and forms. It is not simply 

being physically abandoned, but about those other more subtle forms of 

isolation between husband and wife, mother and family, where the woman 

is forced to act according to norms and traditions that place her in the 

background. Interestingly, however, friendships between many women in 

Mexican society, whether in Mexico or in the United States, are dictated by 

norms that often preclude, for example, mothers and daughters, sisters or 

other female family members from developing intimate friendships. The 

respect that daughters display to their mothers requires the avoidance of 

discussions of any intimate issues (e.g., sexuality, reproduction, domestic 

violence) with their mothers. There is a hierarchy that is implied and 

often maintained through the system of secrets ("lo que no se cuenta") that 
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frame their behavior; our behaviors as women. Social and cultural 

practices have also gone to maintain these distances, and not only for 

Mexican women it turns out, as we see this indicative of the female 

condition as a whole. Gil and Vazquez C1996), have described ways in 

which Latinas are unable to have open discussions with their mothers for 

fear: 

We want to stress that Hispanic tradition doesn't encourage daughters 
to confront their mothers, because it can be interpreted as falta de 
respeto. (p. 63) 

Jameson (1982), has similarly, described the relationships of Anglo women 

living in mining towns in Colorado: 

I had to recognize that much of what I wanted to know, particularly 
about intimate relationships, family, sexuality, and reproduction, are 
things that women in this culture share privately with women 
friends, and that that form, if the feeling were honest on all our 
parts, offered the most truthful learning. (p. 8) 

Along the same lines, Griffen (1982) adds that in Navajo life, "life in any 

form is very sacred as an aspect of the being of the universe" (p. 30). 

Through her emic participation as an insider. Griffen was able to create a 

cormection between a Navajo woman who confidentially shared with her 

the very private experience of having had an abortion. 

That the woman told me of this very personal experience... 1 think, 
however, that she would not have told her story to a male and that 
she told me, an outsider, of this very personal experience because I 
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had entered into her world, and in that world, we both were women. 
... she felt she could trust me. (p. 31) 

Zavella (1982), has described her own role in the Chicana 

community she studied, where she is presented with yet another interesting 

dilemma — that of insider. She explains how in her culture, "religious 

restrictions and reticence about sexual matters in particular, are sensitive 

subjects" (p. 15). Part of 2^vella's work has had to do with recording the 

life histories of working-class Chicanas. Early on. she discovered that they 

were reluctant to discuss domestic conflict, precisely, because the 

"outsider" was also an insider, the informants felt that she knew the matter 

sufficiently well. 

In the middle of a good session in which "rapport" had been 
established and background information was forthcoming, some 
women would stop and with a meaningful look make a disturbing 
statement such as "mmm pues tu sabes. pa' que te digo." Literally, 
this means "well you know, why should I tell you" but figuratively 
it means "what's the point of even discussing it."...Such statements 
usually came when the topic had to do with their husbands' more 
extreme forms of sexism, violence, arrogance, drunkenness and or 
self-serving behavior, (p. 19) 

Za\ ella revealed the frustration of recognizing the importance of the 

principle of confianza and how it can easily be violated. "This Chicano 

notion is based on the view that only certain people outside the immediate 
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family are to be trusted with private information: those in whom one has 

"confidence" (p. 19), the 'nitty-gritty' is kept "sotto voce," and implied. 

Examining prevalent relationships of African American women to 

one another as depicted in literature, Peterson (1997) has also written on 

the subject of friendship and sisterhood. In what reflects similar motives 

for Las Senoras, Peterson cites (p. 52) Morrison's novel Sula, 

As Nel and Sula were growing up together, their friendship was a 
typical childhood relationship. The girls played together. They 
liked each other because they seemed to find the other piece of 
themselves in one another. They "felt the ease and comfort of old 
friends. Because each had discovered years before that they were 
neither white nor male and that all freedom and triumph was 
forbidden to them, they had set about creating something else to be" 
(Morrison, 1973, p. 52). 

These relationships, however, are not the norm. Women are not taught the 

subject, but must learn by trial and error, as is the case of the female 

protagonist of Jane Austen's Northanser Abbev. or they abandon altogether 

the notion of friendship. Without getting into a review of the relationships 

of women in Latin American literature, 1 will say that often these 

relationships are fraught with jealousy, distrust, competitiveness, and 

revengeful behavior. These, unfortunately, are most often promulgated in 

female relationships, personal and professional. The female characters in 

the novels that we have read in El Club de Literatura, attest to that 

impression. Laura Esquivel's Como A sua para Chocolate, for example. 
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Tita, the main character, is forced by her mother and older sisters to 

follow the vestiges of oppressive traditions, where the youngest daughter is 

expected to care for the aging mother. She is also prohibited from 

contracting into marriage. Consequently, the relationships are bound by 

obligation, though there is nothing but hatred, self-pity, jealousy and envy 

between them. In Elena Poniatowska's Hasta No Verte Jesus Mio. the 

principal character Jesusa, is the object of domestic violence brought on by 

the jealousy and conniving of another women. Explains Jesusa, 

Le habian dicho a mi marido que yo era el amante del pagador. Se 
lo dijo una mujer, cuando no, si asi son todas: cuando no anda 
culeando, se meten al chichichaque, al chimiscolee, a ver a quien 
arruinan con sus embrollos. [They had told my husband that I was 
the lover of the cashier. It was a woman who told him, when isn't 
it? that is how they all are: when they are not screwing around, they 
get into the gossip, the tattling, to see who they can ruin with their 
schemes. 1 (p. 100) 

Maria Amparo Davila's (1980) female characters in Detras de la Reia are 

in a mother-daughter relationship, but where the relationship is in 

actuality that of an orphaned niece being raised by her aunt. The control 

exercised by the aunt is reflected in every aspect of the young girl's life, 

and culminates in a duel of wits betv/een both women over the same man. 

In the end, the aunt, who administers the finances as head of the family, 

institutionalizes the nameless character portrayed by the niece, in a mental 
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asylum. Finding herself wafting between sanity and insanity, as in 

disbelief, the niece recounts the events leading to her demise. 

...yo la crefa buena, pensaba que me quena como a una hija, jamas 
quise admitir que eramos como dos fieras hambrientas sobre la 
misma presa, jamas pense en su egoismo m en su maldad, en su 
envidia, en el odio siniestro y descamado que se le desperto hacia mi. 
[...I believed her to be good, I thought that she loved me like a 
daughter, never did I want to admit that we were like two starving 
beasts hovering over the same prey, never did 1 think in her 
selfishness nor in her cruelty, in her envy, in her sinister and raw 
hatred that awoke in her, toward me.] (p. 155) 

The significance of the literature to discussions in El Club de Literatura is 

that it allowed us to scrutinize our conditions as women through history, as 

discussed in Chapter 9 (e.g., the relationships of characters such as La 

Malinche or Sor Juana Ines to ourselves). Literature provides a mirror for 

us, as women, to peer into that void. Correas de Zapata and Johnson 

(1980) suggest that even within the repertoire of female writers, 

Aun asi, aunque el conflicto del personaje parezca mas trivial en las 
autoras jovenes. sigue vigente el control que sociedad, familia e 
iglesia ejercen sobre la mujer contemporanea. restringiendo su 
libertad... [Even so, even though the conflict of the character appears 
more trivial in the younger writers, the control that society, family 
and church exercise over contemporary woman continues in place, 
restricting her freedom...! (p. 9) 

Little wonder then, that though the authors speak of writers in the 50s and 

60s, the thematic behind women's stories continue to be the same, with few 

opportunities for us to evolve from those models. Hence, the added impact 
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of El Club to our personal development, is captured by Correas de Zapata 

and Johnson (1980). 

Solo cuando la mujer este dispuesta a salir del ocio y la ignorancia 
por su propio esfuerzo caeran definitivamente las rejas tradicionales. 
[Only when women are willing to leave behind indolence and 
ignorance by their own effort will the traditional bars then definitely 
fall.] (p. 10) 

However, this is more easily said than done. In retrospect, I see, 

however how this process has taken place. As we have participated in El 

Grupo, with our imposed identities ~ in search of earnest respect, some of 

us dropping defenses more quickly than others, we have begun to 

formulate new identities. Yet the road is not paved in gold. For some 

women, it is difficult to believe in these relationships and thus too risky to 

let down defenses, to abandon the old norms (e.g. jealousy and envy, hatred 

or self- pity). Women like these do not last long in the group. When they 

leave, they often leave in turmoil as Jesusa concluded, "when they are not 

screwing around, they get into the gossip, the tattling, to see who they can 

ruin with their schemes," leaving behind the disease that eats away at them. 

As in any other social group, the members have had their differences. 

Sometimes we have had women who carry heavy burdens (e.g., personal 

problems), but who take pleasure in involving others in their misery. 

After a few weeks, or months, they begin to have problems with other 



118 

members of the group. They criticize, they bring unwanted information 

(gossip, rumors, untruths), and they criticize the teacher, the food we eat 

or do not eat and finally, they evaporate like a dark cloud. As suggested 

previously, Gil and Vazquez (1996) have also argued for the importance of 

developing some guidelines among the participants in the group: 

Among the rules to be established in una tertulia' is to determine 
what to do if incompatibility develops, which in turn threatens the 
stability of the group. A member insulting another woman, being 
rude, belittling someone, or putting pressure on someone like Gloria, 
who cannot drink, are the kinds of disruptions that cannot be allowed 
to persist...Clearly, the will of the majority should prevail, and if 
necessary, the offending member could be asked to leave. From the 
beginning, it must be made clear that harsh criticism and judgmental 
behavior have no place in la tertulia. (pp. 233-234) 

Elsewhere, Schniedewind (1987) has outlined some guidelines for 

teaching methodology in women's studies, and has referred to the necessity 

of establishing expectations for the group. 

I often list expectations that are both academic and personal; 1 want 
us all to take responsibility for both our learning and of others. I 
don't want to start or end late ; I don't want gossip (people talking 
about each other behind their backs rather than to their faces), (p. 
172) (see also Gil & Vasquez, 1996) 

Though, it is difficult to see such scenarios play themselves out, it is even 

more difficult to acknowledge that these women often bring misery upon 

themselves and those around them. Further, these women are the asps that 

have helped to maintain the hatred and poison in our female relationships. 
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The group has learned that such human tragedies, which they truly 

are, are "water under the bridge" [agua que no has de beber dejala correr]. 

After all, one cannot help those who cannot help themselves. These 

criticisms have had no place in the developing friendships within the group. 

Haney (1994) has pointed to a growing body of ethics in feminine 

friendships, as she suggests that. 

Friendship is a relation of mutuality, respect, fidelity, confidence, 
and affection. It is impossible in, and therefore a rejection of, most 
competitive patterns, adversarial patterns, exploitive patterns, 
authoritarian patterns, and paternalistic patterns of relating. To 
begin to make friendship a reality is to begin acting as a friend, (p. 
6) 

El Grupo, in retrospect, challenges the models of female relationships that 

many of us have internalized. In order to fully participate in the group we 

must "leave behind indolence and ignorance," (Davila, 1980), "buscando 

otra manera de ser" (Castellanos. 1972). 

Porter (1996) described three factors in women's friendship with 

other women "first," she explained, 

women's friendships historically have hinged on a unique 
supportiveness that emerges from concrete ever>'day lives, 
particularly the lives of women as mothers. Secondly, a real 
affection for other women affirms vital shared aspects of feminine 
subjectivity. Thirdly, intimate friendship requires a concerned 
partiality for particular others, (p. 67) 
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Las Senoras have indicated that EI Club de Literatura has given 

them the opportunity to share their lives with other women. In testament 

to these statements, in the group it is not uncommon for Las Senoras, to 

share stories about their children, their pregnancies, their sexuality, their 

dreams, and their fears. I have observed that even when I am not there, 

they like to share stories that they would otherwise never repeat to others. 

In contrast, when some acquaintances share their intimate details of their 

lives, they may say "do not repeat what I told you." However, in El 

Grupo. this has not been necessary to mention, because there is a sense of 

trust and friendship. 

The support that I have seen among Las Senoras revolves around 

their personal lives or their children. For example, if Tita needs a baby 

sitter because she needs to go for a job application. Crystal is always 

willing to help her. When Yahaira has visited El Rincon. in Sonora. 

Mexico, Las Senoras have made requests for medicine or a little token 

from their homeland, or asked that a call be made to their families — not in 

a system that abuses the friendship, but that of confidence ~ an extension of 

the relationship. 

In the past, particularly in the working classes where everyday life 
was a struggle, the traditions of female friendship relied on relatives 
and neighbors who became friends through the sharing of domestic 
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burdens. Women took it in turns to care for the children, the old, the 
invalids. (Porter, 1996, p. 65) 

Life in the United States is so vastly different, where, for example, 

neighbors do not form part of a social network, and family members find 

themselves on the other side of the border, thus adding to the devastating 

sense of isolation that women suffer. Crystal's experience after coming 

from Zacatecas. has been a lonely experience. 

jYo no queria estar en la casa! Por eso vine a las clases, Yo no tenia 
amigas, companeras de tu misma edad que comparten todo hasta 
intimidades. [-1 did not want to stay in the house! That is why I 
came to the classes, I did not have friends, companions of the same 
age, with whom to share everything, even intimacies.! (Crystal, 
6/5/97) 

8.1 Summary. De Beauvoir (1975) has expressed that, "the value to 

these relationships is the 'moral ingenuity" and the truthfulness,"' whereby 

"women help one another, discuss their social problems, each creating for 

the others a kind of protecting nest" (p. 55). Similarly, Porter (1996) has 

emphatically concluded that. 

The mutuality of support enabled women to admit to each other 
when they were too tired, too sick, too poor, too exhausted through 
countless pregnancies to continue. Mutual support led to friendship 
grounded in everyday worldliness. (p. 65) 
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In the numerous conferences that Las Senoras have participated in 

and presented, they have shared their experiences as participants of El 

Club de Literatura. 

Siempre surgen varios obstaculos y si se deja veneer uno por los 
problemas nunca salimos adelante. Yo he tenido muchisimo apoyo en 
el grupo ha habido veces que llego deprimida y las companeras me 
hacen sentir bien, me dan la bienvenida. Gracias a todas ellas he 
podido seguir adelante. Cuando sentimos el apoyo de alguien, nos 
inspira confianza. Cuando alguna trae un problema familiar se 
platica entre si y nos damos consejos entre nosotras mismas. 
[Several obstacles appear and if one allows them to take over, one 
can never move ahead. I have had a great deal of support in El 
Grupo. there have been times that I have arrived depressed and my 
companions make me feel good, they welcome me. Thanks to all of 
them I have been able to get ahead. When we feel the support of 
another, it inspires self-confidence. When one of us brings a familial 
problem, we talk about it and to one another we give advice.] 
(Man'a, 3/2/96) 

A few months after Las Seiioras presented at the University of 

Arizona's Children's Literature and Literacy Conference in March of 

1996 (see Appendix 8.1 Abstract of Presentation; Appendix 8.2 Review of 

TAWL Newsletter), Maria had to leave Tucson because of her husband's 

addiction and other drug related problems. She later wrote me a letter in 

which she expressed the loneliness and lack of support she was sensing. 

Querida Hilda: 

Saludame mucho a todas las que se acuerden de mi, la Tita, Lupita, 
Crystal, Aurora, Maria Elena, bueno todos. Yo me acuerdo mucho 
de todas especialmente de alguien que me daba mucho animo para 
seguir adelante. 
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jNo sabes como me haces falta! hay dias que me siento muy mal, 
muy deprimida que hasta siento ganas de correr e irme lejos donde 
no sepan nada de mi, perderme en el infinito por tantas cosas y 
problemas. 

[Dear Hilda: 

Send my regards to all those who think of me, Tita, Lupita, Crystal, 
Aurora, Maria Elena, well, everyone. I think alot about all of them 
especially of someone that gave me much encouragement to continue 
forward. 

You do not know how much I need you! There are days that I feel 
so bad, so depressed, that I even feel like running and going far 
away, where no one knows anything about me, (to) lose myself in 
infinity because of so many things and problems. 1 
(Maria , 5/4/96) 

Unfortunately, there was now little to be done to help Maria, aside from 

writing letters, because she was now living in California -- she and her 

children were strangers who found themselves umvelcome in the home of 

her husband's relatives. 

8.2 Conclusion. Through our readings. Las Senoras and I have 

exercised Freire's philosophy of conscientization, by analyzing our own 

existence as immigrants, wives, mothers and more importantly as women. 

In living vicariously through each one of the characters we have learned to 

appreciate and challenge those myths that have kept us for so long in the 

isolation of our own miseries. In their book The Maria Paradox, Gil and 



124 

Vazquez (1996) have similarly concluded with some of the very points 

arrived at in El Grupo. 

Comadre^ open your heart, your mind, your soul, and your spirit to 
the winds of change as you travel from marianismo^ through 
acculturation to self-esteem and become your own woman at last. (p. 
266) 

Las Senoras have repeatedly acknowledged that whenever they think about 

their colleagues from El Club de Literatura, they can honestly say that they 

have a group of friends who care for them and with whom they share 

mutual support, enjoyment, and fun in the bond of friendship. Friendship 

is not unique to Las Senoras, recall that it is that part of the human 

experience that filters, defines our lives and makes us compassionate, 

caring human beings. 

' Interestingly, they also utilize the concept of tertulia that u e exercise in El Club de 
Literatura. this will be discussed in Chapter 9. 

• Whereas Gil and Vazquez refer to the women in their work as Comadres, I remind the 
reader to read this quote with Las Senoras in mind. Additionally, I make the point that the 
use of Las Senoras is deliberate, for other terms employed, such as Comadres, carry with 
them other connations. For example, a comadre is a person with home you establish a 
political and religious relationship, there is a moral obligaton implied, which does not 
necessarily imply a friendship among women. The comadre is, for example, the 
godmother. 

^ "Marianismo." explain the authors, "is about the sacred duty, self-sacrifice, and chastity. 
About dispensing care and pleasure, not recei\ ing them. About li\ ing in the shadows, 
literally and figuratively, of your men—father, boyfriend, husband, son—your kids, and 
your family." (p. 7) 
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CHAPTER 9 

LAS SENOEIAS Y EL CLUB DE LITERATURA: WHAT DOES 
PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT HAVE TO DO WITH LITERACY' 

Muriel Rukeyser f 1973) pondered the question: "What would happen 

if one woman told the truth about her life?" This same question is at the 

crux of this dissertation, for it is out of this work that the responses to this 

question come to light. Not that women lie, but they do not tell all. Social 

conditioning has assured itself of that. However, within intimate groups 

where mutual respect and confianza have been established, women begin to 

share with each other the "unspoken truths" of their existence. What is 

told, indeed, is shattering. Perhaps, that is why women hold such secrets. 

But even more sordid than the truth, are the social practices, many of 

which are grounded in literacy, that have assured the domination of 

women's intellectual pursuits. 

Following a description of the literature study group (the 

interactions of which are the fodder for this dissertation), I will return to 

the subject of the significance of literacy to the personal development of 

women. 

9.1 El Club de Literatura. El Club de Literatura is one of various 

offerings made to parents and community members at my local elementary 
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school. Although the idea of the program is not unique, in that family 

liaisons organizing services for families are to be found in most district 

schools, this particular program is distinct for several reasons. I have 

tailored this program to the needs of the local community, using a Freirian 

approach to community literacy (Freire & Macedo, 1987; Shor, 1987). I 

have done so armed with my own professional background: I am a 

bilingual teacher with well over ten years of teaching experience in this 

local community. 

Additionally, over numerous years of teaching working class, 

language minority children, I have become more and more interested in 

promoting the role of mothers in the education of their children, via their 

own personal development. This task that I have set before me, has not 

been a simple one, for two reasons. First, I have had to begin with the 

needs and interests of the community in creating the curriculum. Second, 

in doing so. 1 have had to go against the grain of what the school desires: 

parent participation with a large dose of remediation, where the deficit 

model is ever-present, often under the guise of benevolence. Additionally, 

the literature study group is different from the structure of school, in 

several ways, 1) it does not follow the role of teacher as authority, 2) the 

curriculum is created through collaboration with the participants, 3) I 
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consider those who participate as knowledgeable and literate, and 4) the 

content of the literature selected is maintained at a high intellectual level. 

More importantly, the intent of the study group is not to categorize or label 

learner's abilities or shortcomings, but to promote their access to 

knowledge and the process of individual self-discovery. The club promotes 

literacy much the way it has been privileged by intellectual groups (e.g., 

"La Generacion del 98"' whose tertulias were a breeding ground for w O 

thought, discussions, and writing). Recall, that Gil and Vasquez (1996) 

also utilize the concept of tertulia in therapeutic work with Latinas. 

For those of you who do not know Las Senoras, 1 offer a brief 

description. You must be made aware, however, that throughout the 

dissertation, Senoras will be brought forth to share their own stories. Las 

Senoras, as I respectfully address them, range in ages from their early 20s 

to late 80s, although most are in their early 30s. The most striking feature 

that I have noticed as each Senora has joined in the activities of the 

literature club, is that they enter sharing certain commonalties. For 

example, the Senoras are all women of Mexican descent, they speak little to 

no English; they are struggling financially; husband, children and home 

frame their exposure to the world outside; and they have been or are often 

the object of control by the men in their lives, be they fathers, husbands or 
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boyfriends. Elsewhere, Gil and Vasquez (1996) have described such 

constraints as characteristic of marianismo. Additionally, the dominant 

culture of the societies that they have lived in, whether in their homeland, 

Mexico, or in the United States, have ruled virtually every aspect of their 

interactions with the world outside the home. These factors have together 

served to limit the personal development of these women, as well as their 

intellectual and social potential. 

The following narrative provides a snapshot of the discussions and 

interactions of El Club de Literatura. El Club takes place twice weekly 

during hour-long sessions. Readings of a book, from beginning to end, 

may take anywhere from two to eight weeks, depending on the selection, or 

even longer as in the case of Hasta No Verte Jesus Mfo. Reading selections 

are made from Spanish language literature, where the level of that 

literature would be considered academic. Occasionally, El Club has also 

undertaken readings in English, written by Latina writers. 

9.2 El Naranio o los Circulos del Tiempo\ The literature club 

begins on this day with the continued reading of Carlos Fuentes' El 

Naranio. There are 10 participants. They are sitting around two large 

kidney shaped tables, joined to form a circle. As is typical, all are women, 

with one exception, Antonio"^, who is a new arrival to this country. 
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Antonio is a welder by trade and originally from Hermosillo, Sonora, 

Mexico. He is also the brother of one of the women, hence his connection 

to the group. Within the group, there is another new member, Carol, a 

graduate from the University of Hermosillo with a degree in social work. 

E^reviously a high school teacher in Mexico, Carol is now celebrating a 

year since her arrival in the United States. She originally entered this 

country as a tourist, knowing, however, that she would remain in Tucson 

indefinitely. Carol has followed her husband's dreams of building a better 

tomorrow for their young children, leaving behind her status and the 

security of her position as a teacher, by coming to this country where she is 

no longer considered a professional nor literate. Cristina has been in the 

United States for a decade and a half, yet still does not speak a great deal of 

English. Better said, she does not have the confidence to explore her 

English language abilities. Mary is a longtime community member who 

does not have children at this elementary school. But, like most members 

of the literature study group, she is also interested in furthering her 

personal learning experiences. Mary has two children in high school. 

Such is the variety of the participants' experiences and backgrounds in the 

El Club de Literatura. 
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Reading takes place in many siiapes and forms (e.g., silent reading, 

oral reading, partner reading). However, due to a scarcity of resources, 

the few books available generally remain in the classroom. The literature 

study, out of necessity, takes place in situ. I read as well, not to 

demonstrate that I am in any way a better reader, but to model the act of 

oral reading, to allay any fears of what the oral reading activity is. The 

oral reading of the book, as always, happens voluntarily and by elicitation. 

On this day, Antonio offers to read aloud first. Because as a group 

we cannot remember the page number on which we had left off previously, 

we begin retracing Tuesday's reading. We recall, for example, the 

encounter between Moctezuma and Cortes, and that the Aztec king feared 

horses and fair skinned people. Together, we also recall the history of 

Quetzalcoatl, the benevolent God. and his promise to return to his 

homeland. I share with the group what are different legends regarding the 

existence of Quetzalcoatl, who was described physically as being a fair 

skinned man, not an indigenous native. How did he arrive? Was he 

shipwrecked? Was he an alien? These are the questions we contemplate as 

a group. 

As the group engages in a discussion of this, I bring out yet another 

book that I have in the classroom. The Aztecs: A see through history. The 
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book pictorially represents the life and culture of the Aztecs. One of the 

women in the group. Crystal, suddenly remembers that her high school 

daughter needs to do a report for one of her classes, precisely on the 

Aztecs. At that moment, Antonio has requested if he can take the book 

home to look at it. However, after Crystal shares her daughter's pending 

assignment, he foregoes his request so that Crystal may borrow the book. 

The reading begins anew, the narrator is describing his position as 

translator to the conqueror and the natives. 

Yo se todo esto porque fui el traductor en la entrevista de Cortes con 
Guatemuz, que no podian comprenderse entre si. Traduje a mi 
antojo. No le communique al pnncipe vencido lo que Cortes 
realmente le dijo, sino que puse en boca de nuestro jefe una 
amenaza:-Seras mi prisionero, hoy mismo te tonurare. quemandote 
los pies igual que a tus companeros, hasta que confieses donde esta el 
resto del tesoro de tu tio Moctezuma (la parte que no fue a dar a 
manos de los piratas franceses). [I know all of this because I was the 
translator between Cortes and Guatemuz. because they could not 
understand each other. I translated at whim. I did not communicate 
to the defeated prince what Cortes had truly told him. Instead, I put 
a threat in the mouth of our superior: - You will be my prisoner. I 
will torture you today, burning your feet as well as those of your 
companions, until you confess where the rest of your uncle's treasure 
lies (the part that did not fall into the hands of the French pirates). ] 
(p. 18) 

The narrator, Jeronimo de Aguilar, who is speaking from the dead, 

is recounting how, having use of the power of language, he was able to 

distort what Cortes had said. We pause the reading to discuss another 
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phenomenon, namely how in the United States there are those who also lack 

the power of language or the language of power, for that matter. The 

group shares situations in which each has been limited by a lack of English 

language skills. Carol, for example, tells of her own frustration when 

visiting stores, riding the bus, or visiting this very elementary school, 

where the study group meets and where I am the Family Liaison for the 

school. Carol confides to those in the group that because of a lack of 

English skills, since her arrival in this country, she has required a 

translator to communicate her needs. Adding, 

Me siento como una tonta, cuando voy al Walgreens y en lugar de 
empujar la puerta, la estiro o al reves. [1 feel like a dummy when I 
go to the Walgreens (drugstores) and instead of pushing the door, I 
pull or the other way around. ] 

Once again, the reading resumes as the narrator is describing the 

Cholula image. In this scene, Cortes and Moctezuma are together once 

again and the natives bring back the head of a horse. It is already evident 

in this early encounter, that Moctezuma is fearful of the conqueror's 

power. The group reading pauses. The passage we have read lends itself 

to a discussion on the introduction of horses in America, as well as the 

impact of this never before seen figure of man and horse representing a 

disturbing image for the natives. One that Cortes quickly utilized to his 
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own advantage. The discussion on horses and their origins in this continent 

lends itself to yet another discussion, and that leads to another, in a pattern 

that characterizes the dynamic of the groups' interactions. 

Returning back to the text, the narrator is now informing the reader 

that Cortes had the blessing of Marina's presence, by his side. Marina was 

a bilingual native woman. Originally a princess, Marina was given as a 

slave by her own father. Not only was she a translator to Cortes, but she 

eventually became his lover. 

Cortes escuchaba a Marina no solo como lengua. sino como amante. 
Y como lengua y amante, prestaba atencion a las voces humanas de 
esta tierra. [Cortes listened to Marina not only as a language but also 
as a lover. And as a language and a lover, he paid attention to the 
human voices of this land]. (p.3l) 

Cortes had the opportunity to listen to Marina not only publicly, but 

also in their intimate world. He paid close attention. He came to 

understand the hate and the fear that other villages held for Moctezuma's 

empire. The narrator (Jeronimo de Aguilar), on the other hand, in his 

former role as translator, had informed Moctezuma of the pending danger 

that the conquerors presented to his kingdom. Moctezuma the king, 

however, did not listen to lackeys such as Aguilar. he deigned only to speak 

and listen to the Gods. This, it has been said, was Moctezuma's undoing. 

Aguilar, on his part, bemoaned the deaf ears his words fell upon. The 
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lesson being that bilingualism without the power to manipulate the language 

is of no asset. 

Yo, que tambien posei'a las dos voces, las de Europa y America, 
habi'a sido derrotado. Pues tem'a tambien dos patrias; y esta, quizas 
fue mi debilidad mas que mi fuerza. [I, who also possessed the two 
voices, the European and the American, had been defeated. Well, I 
also had two homelands; and this, perhaps was my weaioiess more 
than my strength.] (p. 25) 

The subject of Moctezuma's arrogance motivates yet another 

discussion. "Especially in Mexico." Antonio exclaims, "the politicians do 

not listen to the people that put them in power." 1 suggest that in this 

country it is not any different. The group makes a connection to CTM 

(Confederacion de Trabajadores de Mexico), a political labor organization 

in Mexico. It is. supposedly, an association for and by the workers. The 

CTM's leader is an older man. Fidel Velasquez, who has held the 

presidential post for over 60 years, and at 99 years of age he has been 

described as being so decrepit that he can no longer walk on his own.^ 

Upon hearing this the group breaks out in laughter. Yet, it quickly returns 

to the seriousness of the topic, how those in power have historically been 

known to listen selectively, often ignoring the poor, among others. The 

group makes a passing comment on the beauty of the language employed by 

Fuentes in El Naranio. 
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The group is at this point discussing the complexity of relationships 

emerging between characters. The narrator is now describing how 

Marina, physically and intellectually extracted the language of power from 

Cortes. Already bilingual in Mayan and Nahuatl, she became trilingual, as 

she learned Spanish. As a consequence of Marina's dexterity, the narrator 

describes his horror at the realization of his own loss of power as a 

translator. Marina far exceeded his talents, in that while he could only 

translate, she could manipulate language to its fullest potential. For now, 

she had, I suggest, "la sarten por el mango [the pan by the handle]." 

As the group prepares to conclude its hour of reading, two of the 

participants wonder aloud, "how is it possible for the narrator to continue 

to say that he is dead, when he is the narrator?" As I have throughout the 

hour. I take this opportunity to suggest to the group a possible explanation, 

suggesting that it is a literary strategy that the author has utilized to pique 

our curiosity. 1 explain that as the author, one is able to manipulate 

language and create situations that in reality are implausible; with the 

power of language one is able to create such scenarios. 

For the group it is at first difficult to conceive of this concept. 1 then 

suggest that the narrator is but one of multiple voices that the author 

employs to relay the story. "Now," 1 add, in an attempt to bring closure to 
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the discussion, "when your children are at home reading a story, you can 

explain to them the idea of multiple voices and characters." The reaction 

of the group is one of fascination at the capacity of language to create and 

recreate realities. At the end of the reading period, Antonio makes yet 

another request, this time he asks if he can take El Naranio home. 

9. 3 Summary. The function of the literature study group goes far 

beyond the confines of reading a novel or story. TTie reading that takes 

place is but a vehicle for the deliberately intentioned transformations that 

occur as a result of the sharing and co-creation of knowledge and 

experience. What each participant brings to this experience, and 

consequently takes away is multifold. The narrative description of the 

literature study group is replete with themes for exploration, among them 

are: politics, history, language, social Issues, discrimination, issues of 

gender, education, and ethnicity, among others. 

In preparing the curriculum for the study group, I held several 

requisites, for example, first and foremost in El Club de Literatura is the 

acknowledgment that everyone is literate, able to read, in the broadest 

sense of the word, and more importantly capable of applying knowledge 

and experience to the reading of the text. This dictum breaks from norms 

that have traditionally kept Las Senoras from both the experience of 
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participating in similar dialogic exchanges and from reading these texts, 

often reserved for the elite. Perhaps that is why during the eighteenth-

century people thought of literacy as follows: 

Princeton historian Lawrence Stone once remarked that if you teach 
a man to read the Bible, he may also read pornography or seditious 
literature; put another way if you teach a woman to read so that she 
may know her place, she may learn that she deserves yours. These 
are the Janus faces of literacy. (Kaestle, 1985, p.35) 

Additionally, as does the networking that inevitably emanates from 

this form of tertulia, this experience opens doors through which Las 

Sefioras begin to see and understand themselves differently and in the 

process begin to participate in new ways in the home, school and 

community. From this point of departure, participants bring themselves 

to the reading of the text and allow for multiple interpretations in the 

discussion of the same. The tertulias, like other offerings for the middle 

and upper classes, have generally, been reserved for males and 

intellectuals, not for women, and especially not for the lower working 

classes. 

9.4 Conclusion. Rosario Castellanos (1972) calls for "otra manera 

de ser lanother way of being]," in retrospect that is what the personal 

development behind El Club de Literatura is about. We are in search of 

identities, not those tragic models set before us, often forced to act in folly, 
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pay dearly for their freedom and convictions, or altogether subvert 

intellectual curiosity and prowess so as to not call attention to themselves. 

No, as Castellanos suggests, these have not been models, they have not 

found the solution for "Another way of being human and free Another 

way of being." Like the poem Meditation in the Threshold, which is 

included in the Prologue, the work of El Club de Literatura points to what 

has often been the object of women's downfall, through control by 

patriarchal traditions: where literacy, or the control thereof, plays the 

primary role in the socialization process; where women are driven to 

destinies which they have had little control over. The questions: Are they 

literate? How literate? become moot. Instead, the subject of the 

socialization comes to the foreground, as does the relationship between the 

socialization of women and the literacy practices which played chiefly in 

that process. The focus of this dissertation, then, examines the relationship 

of literacy to these women's lives, and points to how. often, literacy has 

greatly determined the course of each woman's life, and not always in an 

innocent manner, but a much calculated fashion to ensure the subjugation 

of women. 

That is why any attempt to limit the discussion to the skills and 

literate capabilities of these immigrant women is not of interest, but more 
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importantly it is not the goal of the group. More relevant, however, is a 

discussion on the limitations and ramifications in the use of certain 

literacies, literacies in which individuals have often been schooled. 

Interestingly, however, is that those very standards of literacy remain 

problematic, even to those who espouse them. Macedo (1993) has argued 

as to the dominance of an "instrumental literacy for the poor," one that he 

describes as "a competency-based skills banking approach." but also 

suggests that it and the 

highest form of instrumental literacy for the rich...share one 
common feature: they both prevent the development of the critical 
thinking that enables one to 'read the world' critically and to 
understand the reasons and linkages behind the facts, (p. 188) 

Additionally, Knoblauch (1990) has suggested that this form of literacy 

creates a fictitious "yardstick" for comparison, a point that Michoul (1996) 

and Schuster (1990) have also made. 

This point is key to any discussion of literacies, for it places us all on 

notice, as to our own schooled and accepted conceptions of literacy. It 

should not be surprising, then, that when women, much like Las Serioras, 

are confronted by those unspoken canons, they are suddenly rendered 

illiterate. This, is often the case not only because they do not speak 

English, but also due to the myriad of patriarchal traditions, both in their 
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homeland and in this country, that together have served to train these 

women to also accept those canons as truth. 

Horsman (1990) has discussed how extremely competent women are 

in managing their lives with their limited literacy skills, or how well they 

reported that they could read and write, it seemed that perhaps they were 

not "real illiterates." 

Yet clearly, to seek the "real illiterate" would confirm a circular 
definition of illiteracy: illiterates have trouble functioning; these 
women do not have trouble functioning, so they cannot be illiterate. 
The focus of this book is not to decide whether the women were 
"real illiterates," nor to create the perfect definition of illiteracy, but 
rather to explore the way a unitary concept of illiteracy is socially 
constructed. This concept then creates a belief held by professionals, 
as well as by the women so labeled, that the problems in the women's 
lives are "caused" by poor literacy skills, leading to the conclusion 
that education is the change that is needed, (p. 128) 

The significance of El Club de Literatura is that its outcomes 

challenge several myths often tied to the working class minority woman 

and family, as well as prevailing notions of literacy ascribed to them. 

Often, factors such as poverty, ethnicity, and gender tinge perceptions of 

the knowledge and literate capabilities of unknown "Others." Additionally, 

preconceived notions of literacy, of how it is defined and measured, as I 

have suggested, do not take into account the dynamic nature of literacy, the 

significance of literacy to the population under scrutiny, nor the nature of 
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dual literacies as they affect working class Mexican and Mexican American 

women, the subjects of this work. 

Michoul (1996), has accurately depicted it in writing: 

Someone somewhere knows how much each can take and also the 
techniques of feeding us by the rules of those precise quanta. The 
teacher is the closest someone who knows this, but there are 
probably others. The schemes of reading, the regimes of reading 
books, must come from somewhere. There is some design to this, 
for it is so definitely controlled. It is within this space of control 
that the free play of our reading must take place — that we must 
show ourselves as we 'really are.' (p. 74) 

In a real sense, within such classroom practices, you are what you read; 

this identity determines what you are allowed to do. Challenging these 

practices, through the literature. Las Senoras are examining their own 

historical contexts as women: as daughters, as wives, as mothers, as citizens 

in their homeland and in this country. 

Horsman (1990) has concluded that it is the desire of many women to 

manipulate literacy for their own good. 

Many of the women desired literacy less for easing the functional 
tasks in their lives, the "everyday" tasks, and more for accomplishing 
their dreams of a different life or reading about a different life from 
the everyday. They spoke of wanting to read romances, mysteries 
and science fiction. They dreamt of careers, fp. 133) 

As Las Senoras begin to peer through the blinds that have previously 

closed off other understandings and possibilities to them, they are creating 
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a consciousness of themselves as individuals and as a group, in sum as 

women. Through this process we are finding how schooling, for example, 

has previously served to control their participation through the use of 

reading and writing. This is unequivocally evidenced in their narratives, as 

each recounts the content and form of their literacy education, as well as 

the forks in the road (society, fathers and husbands, and female role 

models) that have socialized them into models of womanhood susceptible to 

manipulation and domination, yet always in servitude. 

Many theories do not acknowledge power differentials, in particular 
the authority men may wield to prevent women who live with them 
from participating in programs, as well as patriarchal power 
relations which define women's roles as mother and wife. (Horsman, 
1990, p. 145) 

The unequal footing of women's literacy must be challenged in that a 

patriarchal society, given its very structure and reason for being, will not 

go against its very interests. Women's personal development through 

literacy calls for a deliberate course if families (women, mothers, children, 

and husbands) are to reap the benefits of women's intellectual growth. 

Where, for example, women need not be treated as a tabula rasa and told 

how to read to their children, but encouraged to participate in literacy 

experiences that invest in them, first and foremost. 
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' Some of the contents of this chapter are also featured in a chapter writtem collaboratively 
by Andrade, Gonzalez Angiulo and Moll (in press). 

" La Generacidn del 98 was comprised of Spanish writers such as Unamuno, Azorin, 
Valle-Inclan, Baroja, Antonio Machado, and others. The group was formed following 
Spam's loss of Puerto Rico. Cuba and the Philippines in L898. As a group. La Generacidn 
del 98, not only helped to define an artistic genre, but discussed political, economic and 
social accounts during their many tertulias. Tertulias were reunions of individuals not 
solely for the purpose of distraction, but given over to discussions of social, political and 
economic significance. Tertulias were typically reserved activity for men and intellectuals 
(all of whom were also typically men). 

^ The reading of El Naranjo took place during Winter of 1997. 

' El Club de Literatura has for the three years of its existence been comprised of women, 
with two exceptions through the years. One has been Antonio, the other Rudolfo. As 
participants, these men ha\ e known their "place" in El Club. For example. Rudolfo 
typicall\- siLs at a separate table, at the periphery of the two large kidnev' tables where Las 
Senoras and I sit. Further. Senor Rudolfo treats Las Senoras \\ith the highest rcspect. 
Though he may tell a joke, he is quite careful not to offend anyone or ever cross the 
boundaries of the respectful camaraderie practiccd within El Grupo. There is a turn of the 
tables here. Yet, unlike men m positions of power. Las Senoras do not take advantage of 
the situation. 

" Many months following this discussion, Fidel Velasquez succumbed to the frailty of his 
years and failing health, he passed away in late Spnng of 1997. 
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PART IV 

LAS DESAPARECIDAS: WOMEN IN SOCIETY 

In their lifetimes. Las Senoras have had opportunities to experience 

bittersweet losses, intermingled with happiness. However, the 

circumstances of their cultural and social backgrounds has insured them 

certain fates. Those fates are quite out of their control, yet through their 

collaborations in El Club de Literatura they have learned to mediate their 

destinies. The paradox of knowing the ultimate outcomes c^" their social 

standing in the United States, has permitted a constant anguish. For 

example, especially for those Senoras whose legal status in this country is 

questionable, they live in constant fear of being swept out of this country. 

This fear is quite real, and serves to constrict their freedoms and rights, 

not only as inhabitants of this country, but as human beings. 

Yet one cannot outwardly question the foundations of this country's 

immigration and naturalization laws. However, lost in this control of 

borders is the subject of basic human rights. How can we tell people that 

they do not have any right to make a living, that they must go hungry, that 

they must give up any hope of a better life through education, simply 

because they live on the other side of the border? When, in fact, as a 

nation, the United States has historically been in the practice of going to the 
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other side of the border to benefit economically from the labor of Mexican 

citizens, while at the same escaping environmental and labor regulations 

imposed in this country. 

In Chapter 10 Coming North, the Role of Immigration, Las Senoras 

share their experiences dealing with Border Patrol Agents. Here, we will 

gain the female perspective of these encounters. The subject of Chapter 11 

deals with the sense of loss to El Club de Literatura when women are swept 

out of this country without benefit of informing their families or collecting 

their possessions. Further, these practices rip families apart, and bring an 

uncertainty with respect to their futures. Chapter 12 focuses one woman's 

journey as a young girl who gives up her freedom to escape the misery of 

family life, only to trade the form of her oppressors for another, time after 

time, until finally planting herself as the backbone of the family she never 

had as a child. 
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CHAPTER 10 

COMING NORTH, THE ROLE OF IMMIGRATION 

American pioneers in 1800 were the illegal 
immigrants of their time. They were rough 
and rude. But what brave lives! And what a 
visionary Jefferson was, buying the 
Louisiana Territory; dreaming of a place 
for the Indian in the new nation; sending 
young Mr. Lewis to fmd the Pacific Ocean. 
(Rodriguez.' 1997) 

The United States was formed by immigrants searching for freedom 

of religion, a new land for the betterment of their lives and for greater 

opportunities for their families. Years later, when the founding fathers 

wrote the Constitution they were quick to reassure that all men living in 

this country could be free, since "all men were created equal." Yet despite 

the origins of democratization of this country, there continued to be 

exceptions as found in the colonialism and slavery of others, as well as the 

exclusion of women as being equal. 

Through treaties and purchases (e.g., Guadalupe Hidalgo 1848, 

Compra de Gadsen 1853, Compra de Louisiana 1803), the geographical 

boundaries and demarcations of this country have been made. When in 

school, children leam a much calculated vision of states and continents. 

They can generally describe the shapes and contours of countries and lands. 
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These geographical contours are ingrained in our minds, as are the 

alphabet and multiplication tables, but the imposed demarcation of the 

borders between the United States and Mexico take on physical 

manifestations in the form of chains, bodies, fences, and walls. In contrast 

to the vision taught in this country, this becomes a very stark and menacing 

reality to those living on the other side. 

Despite laws controlling access to this country, that are often driven 

by xenophobic fears, many people have but no other choice if they want to 

live, to seek out opportunities elsewhere. Countering this reality are 

generally shared perceptions, for example 

By the 1840s, Anglo-Protestant America was wrestling with the 
question of immigration. Today, nativist wonder if Asians and 
Hispanic can ever be assimilated. In the 19th century, nativists 
wondered if anyone but a northern European could ever be a good 
American, and there was also a theological question: could a Catholic 
or a Jew? (Rodriguez, 1997) 

Yet for those living in Mexico the meager subsistence that one might 

be able to etch out as a member of the poor working class is often 

controlled by imperialist powers both within Mexico and the United States, 

that is many U. S. based industries are making a profit out of the working 

poor in Mexico. It is on the other side of the border where these 

multinational companies can legally pay workers what in the United States 
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would be not only immoral but illegal. Additionally, many U. S. 

manufacturers side-step not only labor regulations but stringent 

environmental regulations required in this country, by knowingly limiting 

wages far below standards of living and contaminating the ecological 

environment in Mexico. 

The immigrants we are referring to, are people that in their own 

country suffer such a stronghold upon them economically that there is no 

viable way for them to live, there is no future! Ultimately, the decision is 

made to put an end to the downward spiral best describing their living 

conditions. 

Decidimos pedir un prestamo al banco, hipotecamos lo que tem'amos 
de valor que era casa, dos terrenos y carro. Tambien sabi'amos que si 
no pagamos podriamos perder todo. Asi que con el dinero del 
prestamo pagamos lo que debiamos, nos quedo un poco y con eso 
iniciamos un negocio en el que quebramos por la terrible situacion 
que atravezaba nuestro pais. Seguimos buscando de que manera 
podiamos salir del atolladero en que estabamos metidos, pero 
veiamos un futuro obscuro e incierto. 
[We decided to obtain a loan from the bank, we mortgaged what we 
had of value which was the house, two parcels of land and a car. We 
knew that if we could not pay we could loss everything. With the 
money we borrowed, we paid everything we owed. With the rest we 
started a small business and after a while it went bankrupt due to the 
difficult economic situation which was running rampant in our 
country. We continued to look for ways of getting ahead of these 
problems, in which we found ourselves, but all we could see was a 
dark and uncertain future.] (Margo's biography. 1996) 
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Finding themselves in this predicament, families do what they have to do; 

abandon any material possessions, break emotional and familial ties and 

venture into situations of despair for not knowing what will be their future. 

The risk is great, but given the bleak circumstance that are left behind, 

there is nothing to lose. And so, eventually, families make the decision, 

hoping that their dreams will come true on the other side of the border. 

They begin like many other families before them, to look for the 

opportunity to cross the border (e.g., as a tourist, paying a patero or 

coyote, or climbing walls or fences)'. When people wonder why Mexicans 

risk their lives in getting into the United States, it is important to remind 

them of all the sorrow that has taken place for them to take this decision. 

Nuestros hijos son la razon de nuestra lucha y de nuestro existir. Por 
casi tres largos anos estuvimos asi al estira y afloja hasta que llego el 
dia en que ni para darles de comer teniamos. Todo estaba tan caro 
que era insoportable estar viviendo de esta manera...cerre nuestra 
casa; aquella casa donde vivimos momentos de alegn'as y tristezas 
pero para mf fue doloroso dejar todo aquello que con tanto amor y 
sacrificio habiamos levantado. en donde habfan nacido mis hijos. 
Con lagrimas en los ojos di la espalda a todo y anime a mi esposo a 
buscar una nueva oportunidad para salir adelante. 
[Our children are the reason for our struggle and existence. For 
almost three years we were struggling and stretching our limited 
budget until the day we did not have food for our children. 
Everything was very expensive, it was unbearable to continue living 
like that...we closed our home, that home where we had lived happy 
and sad moments. For me it was very painful to leave all that we had 
built with sacrifices and where my children were bom. With tearful 
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eyes, I turned my back to everything and encouraged my husband to 
seek new opportunities for our future.] (Margo's biography, 1996) 

The reference to having fallen under harsh economic times, has been very 

real for many Mexican nationals. Recall that the Mexican monetary system 

suffered a devaluation where suddenly prices doubled, while the value of 

money was deflated and was paid literally cents on the dollar. This 

situation has persisted for some ten years. The economic situation in the 

country has been pessimistic, at best. Even for those working, money does 

not cover their basic living expenses. Basic services such as water, 

electricity and gas are utilized meagerly within households because of the 

fear of not being able to pay for them. Additionally, there are those that 

though they are working, do not receive their full pay, because the 

employer is also behind in making payments as well. 

The trip by Mexican immigrants is not unlike that of the Pilgrims 

who were also searching for a place to escape social, political and 

economical ills, when they decided to leave England. While the Pilgrims 

first went to Holland they felt themselves unwelcome there. Further, they 

were fearful that their children would forget their roots, their language 

and their religion. Interestingly, Mexican immigrants to this country also 

share those concerns. Yet, through the power of television, the journey to 

North America in search of a future has become the romanticized subject 
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of fairy tales or cartoons (e.g. Pocahontas, Christopher Columbus), when 

in reality, many people have died making this journey. They have suffered 

the fear of the unknown and have arrived in a new land they could no 

longer consider their homeland. The difference today, is that following the 

emotional difficulties to make the decision to come to the United States, 

though Mexican immigrants face a variety of hazards on their crusade, they 

find that their perils are taken lightly by the media and political groups in 

this country. Additionally, unlike the pilgrims, any concerns that Mexican 

families may have with respect to their children are dismissed as 

insignificant. 

Las Sefioras have come to know many pitfalls in their search for a 

"better life." Real Women have Curves, is a dark comedy written by 

Josefina Lopez, which denounces the social situation inured by immigrant 

women, even when their status in this country is secured. The main 

characters in the play are Mexican seamstresses. There is a scene, for 

example, which depicts someone yelling "la migra, la migra!" Suddenly, 

all the women run in search of a place to hide. After a minute of silence 

one or two of the women come out of their hiding place saying, "What's 

the matter with me? I already have my green card\" The point made is that 

the move to this country leaves many psychological scars. 
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10.1 Yahaira. Yahaira, is married to an American citizen, and has 

two children who were bom in the United States. While her residency 

status was already in process, she received the news of her father's death in 

Sinaloa, Mexico. The shock of losing her father and the urgency of 

returning home, coupled with the feeling that she was not yet legal, 

swimming in her head, Yahaira decided to leave immediately and worry 

about her return when the time came. In dialogic conversation Yahaira 

recalled her lived experience upon returning to the United States As in the 

Greek Tragedy "Antigone," when the young giri goes against her uncle's 

ruling not to bury the corpse of her brother, there can be no question that 

Antigone will go against her uncle's wishes, nor in the case at present, that 

Yahaira will pay her last respects. For the Greeks, if a body was not 

entombed properly, the belief was that their soul would not rest. In 

Yahaira's culture, when the mother or father dies, all the children need to 

be present for the final farewell, lest there be no rest for the living. 

The odyssey that Yahaira underwent has been seen in the movies like 

"El Norte." There is no romanticizing, this is a very real experience. In 

order to organize her return to Tucson, Yahaira paid a "patero" to help 

her. She needed to pay the "patero" in order to have him cross her to the 

other side of the border in Nogales, Arizona. Together, they went through 
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the hills and just as they were ready to cross, the "owners of a hole""* 

appeared and accosted them. Yahaira explained how she was manhandled in 

the search for her money and valuables. The patero advised her. "let them 

do it or they will kill you." At that point the robbers threatened her with a 

knife to her stomach. She began to cry and told them her story, that her 

children were on the other side (United States), why she had gone back to 

Mexico, and that for her this was her only chance of returning to them. 

Yahaira now laughs as she shares the details of this surreal account. She 

concludes that, "me encontre con un ladron honesto" [I came upon an 

honest thief]. In response to her pleas the thief returned one dollar for her 

to be able to use the telephone in Nogales, Mexico. In sum, they not only 

robbed her and the patero, but refused them passage to the United States. 

She spent another night there, awaiting for her husband to send 

money once again. This time, two "pateros" were hired to lead her way, 

one behind her and the other in front. This time, they were lucky enough 

to cross unimpeded. Once in, however, the caravan quickly began running 

through the desert. Yahaira adds that she felt that she was exhausted and 

how her feet were bleeding and her heart was pounding. Yahaira had 

made the journey wearing shorts and sandals, to avoid any suspicion (e.g., 

by looking like a tourist out on a stroll). 
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Still in the desert, the sound of a helicopter whirling above them 

suddenly made its presence known. It was the Border Patrol! With no 

time to waste, they threw themselves to the ground and lay flat, hoping 

they would not be detected. Eventually, the trio ended up in a bush with 

many thorns. I asked Yahaira, "Why were you hiding if you were already 

legal?" And as in the Chicano play, Yahaira replied that she was hiding 

from her old fear of deportation. Finally, the trio arrived at the 

MacDonald's in Nogales, Arizona, where her husband was waiting for her. 

She now laughs about this experience, but she explains how difficult it was 

to recover from those hours that she had spent running in the desert and 

the emotions she felt as the adrenaline charged her growing fear of 

discovery. 

10.2 Cassandra. Cassandra's experience with "la migra" was far 

worse. She was picked up with another illegal "friend" in Tucson, 

Arizona. Along a one hour ride from Tucson to Nogales, Arizona many 

other illegal aliens were picked up at various check points and transferred 

with them. 

Cassandra confides to me that her experience was a nightmare, 

where the only thing she could think of was surviving — getting out alive. 

Once in Nogales, Border Patrol Agents escorted all the men out of the van. 
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except Cassandra and her female friend. One Border Patrol Agent, 

without saying anything to them, took them to a deserted area where he 

sexually violated Cassandra. Why did I let him do that? asks Cassandra, 

because "It was a matter of being intelligent and surviving. I knew that my 

three children were waiting at home for me to come back. So...what 

options did I have? she asks again. When the Border Patrol Agent had 

been satisfied and decided it was time for them to go, he dropped both 

women off after a border check point. Interestingly, while the assault took 

place, the other woman did nothing, nor was she molested by the agent. 

Thus, giving them the opportunity to run away into the night, through the 

isolation of the desert. There were no witnesses other than the three and the 

agent did not consider the women a threat. There was no fear of reprisal. 

Cassandra now wondered if there had been a transaction ~ h^ body for 

their freedom. 

Following this incident, the Border Patrol Agent reappeared, this 

time at Cassandra's door. Fearing deportation, she had no choice but to 

allow him into the home. Once again, he sexually assaulted her, this time 

with her three children in the home. This scenario repeated itself on 

several other occasions, until Cassandra made herself disappear by moving 

repeatedly and leaving no traces of her whereabouts. Why did Cassandra 
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allow these violations to take place? Cassandra candidly suggests that she 

had no choice. It was this, deportation or even worse, if she did not 

cooperate. 

10.3 Summary. Women, children and the elderly are frequently 

prey for the opportunistic entrepreneur, whether the benefit is financial or 

sexual. As they try to make a living in this country, immigrants find 

themselves walking on egg shells because of their legal status. This leads 

to situations where they are easily exploited. Though they realize that these 

actions are criminal, there is little they can do. Their hands are bound 

because of the ever-present threat of deportation. All it takes for someone 

to harm them is an anonymous 250 phone call to the Border Patrol. 

There are several reasons why harm comes their way. Because they 

find themselves at the mercy and generosity of others, immigrants subject 

themselves to a higher cost of living, with a lower standard of living. In 

the Southwest, there are those merchants and employers that profit from 

the immigrants with questionable legal status. "In truth, we are terrified," 

suggests Rodriguez (1997), "by the 'working poor' who are taking jobs all 

over our cities, out-working us, undercharging for their labor." 

Ironically, these jobs that are being taken, are necessary for the subsistence 

of society. This is the capitalist system, after all, somebody has to do it. 
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and we know full well, that "we" as a nation, will not undertake the "dirty" 

work. For example, in the United States the jobs that immigrants obtain 

are often created specifically for the illegal and/or non English speaker. 

These are jobs that neither you nor I could fathom or even consider taking 

because of the low wages, as well as the imposed working conditions. 

Additionally, immigrants with questionable legal status are paying into the 

social security system, with no hope of ever receiving the benefits. There 

are clever ways that been conjured up to capitalize on the labor of these 

immigrants, as will be discussed throughout Part IV. w O 

In Tucson, Arizona there is a well known business that produces 

nationally known and popular children's stationery merchandise. The 

founder and owner of this multimillion dollar industry happens to live in a 

very exclusive established community where her neighbors are judges, 

lawyers and doctors, the political backbone of this community. Her 

company is presently one of the largest employers of illegal immigrants in 

Tucson. The assembly-line manufacturing business knowingly hires illegal 

immigrants and does so for a profit. To begin the assembly-line runs day 

and night; workers are not given full time status as employees, though they 

work eight hours shifts. There are no benefits; no contracts; breaks are 

limited and controlled; they are patted and searched upon leaving the 
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building and tiie pay is minimum wage in Arizona which is $5.15 an hour. 

The tragedy of this is that it is not an isolated event, resorts, hotels and 

corporations such as Disneyland, are also but a few of the employers who 

profit from the eKploitation of immigrants. 

10.4 Conclusion. Life happens in different stages, the lives of 

immigrants in this country also happen in different stages. These stages are: 

the decision to leave Mexico, escaping from the different oppressors that 

they encounter not only in Mexico, at the border, as well as on this side of 

the crossing line. Later on, as Margo recounts, they are faced with the 

harsh reality of this Utopia. 

A1 dia siguiente de haber llegado salio mi esposo junto con mi 
hermano a buscar trabajo. Salieron desde las nueve de la manana, 
pasaron las horas y no regresaban. Comenzamos a inquietamos mi 
familia y yo cuando nos avisaron que los habi'a detenido la 
emigracion y los habi'an deportado. El mismo dia se volvieron a 
meter por el hoyo. Llegaron a la casa casf a la media noche. Gracias 
a Dios. Respire con un gran alivio pero con el temor de saber que 
ya no podn'amos andar libremente en este pais. 
[The next morning, my husband and my brother began looking for a 
job. They went out at 9:00 am after so many hours, they had not 
come back. We started to worry my family and I when someone 
informed us that they had been stopped by the Border Patrol and 
they were taken out of the country. The returned the same day 
through the hole. They arrived at our home, almost at midnight. 
Thank God! I took a sigh of great relief, but with the fear that we 
would never again walk freely in this country.1 (Marso's biography, 
1996) 
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The fear of discovery extends to ail niches of immigrants lives. 

There are times when they are unable to bring their children to school. 

Other times, when we arrange to go for a play, a conference, or simply for 

dinner to celebrate their successes, I have been left waiting at school, 

waiting for them to appear. This, while Las Senoras have been hiding from 

the Border Patrol agents that are parked right across our school, or 

circling the community in vehicles, on bicycles or on foot. Only to find 

out later, when they are able to call me and inform me as to why they 

never arrived at the pending engagement. 

How else are their lives affected? Illegal and legal immigrants do 

not share the same rights. They know through experiences not to press 

certain issues, even if they are in the right, for fear of reprisal. 

Additionally, women are subjected to other acts of violence which rarely 

come to light. Even husbands or boyfriends may take advantage of a 

woman's legal status, denying her citizenship or threatening to have her 

"thrown out" of this country if they do not abide by their tyranny. 

Illegal in the context of immigrants like Las Senoras, does not mean 

criminal or delinquent. Instead, criminal are the acts perpetuated against 

them. More importantly the search for criminals crossing the border 
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legally or illegally should be focused on the trade of wealth both in 

manufacturing and drugs, not on humans. 

' E^chard Rcxlriguez represents the embodiment of the educational system of this nation for 
immigrant children. His professional writing has often fluctuated between the margins of 
self-deprecation with respect to his own immigrant background to supporting immigration. 

- Patero -el que te cruza a pie/ "a pata" [the one that helps you cross on foot). Coyote is the 
term used for those who make their business of bringing illegal immigrants into the United 
States. 

^ A "green card" is the Immigration and Naturalization Serv ices (INS) document that allows 
immigrants to li\"e and work in the United States. 

"* "owners of the hole" - due to the economics in Mexico, e\ en the holes in the fence to 
cross to the United States are the property of whomever guards the entrance. These 
"owners" are in the habit of assaulting and robbing c\ en the poor try ing to escape from 
Mexico. 
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CHAPTER 11 

A SENSE OF LOSS: MARGO, THE REALITY OF DEPORTATION 

Mi padre decia hay quienes les toca dar sangre y 
hay quienes les toca dar fuerza, entonces mientras 
podamos demos la fuerza. 
[My father said there are those who must give 
their blood and there are those who must give 
their strength; therefore, while we can let us give 
strength.] 
(Rigoberta Menchu, in Burgos. 1992, p. 208) 

During the Children's Literature Conference that took place on 

Saturday March 2. 1996, Margo was one of the presenters with Las 

Serioras. When she spoke to the audience, Margo expressed her pride at 

having the opportunity to be speak to an audience at the University of 

Arizona. Her children were there to see their mother in her first public 

presentation. For Margo, this was an opportunity to motivate herself as 

well as her children to dream about the possibility of one day In the future 

sitting in those same chairs, as students. 

Quiero aprovechar este moment© inolvidable e historico para decir 
que me siento sumamente orgullosa de mis hijos porque me han 
demostrado su empeno por estudiar. Son mi motivacion para hacerlo 
yo tambien y espero que un dia no muy lejano pueda verlos sentados 
en este mismo lugar como estudiantes universitarios. 
[I want to take advantage of this unforgettable and historic moment 
to say that I feel extremely proud of my children because they have 
shown me their determination in studying. They are my motivation 
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to do it myself and I hope that in a not too far away day, I will be 
able to see them sitting in this very place as university students.] 
(Mar go) 

Margo participated in El Club de Literatura while her three children 

attended school. In prior years, Margo had been a dedicated volunteer in 

the school program. As a result, she had a difficult time letting go of the 

unspoken "compromiso" she felt she had with the teacher with whom she 

had been working for quite some time. She even found herself dealing 

with personal problems due to her decision to participate in an educational 

program for her benefit. However, after a long deliberation and dialogue 

with her husband, she decided to continue with the group. 

One of the items on Margo's personal agenda's was literature. She 

loved to read and she especially loved poetry. Together we organized the 

Love of Reading Week in the library. Margo was a success with many 

students when she recited: "Los motivos del Lobo" (a Mexican poem). Her 

voice, which was strong, artistic, very articulated and passionate, captured 

and enthralled the audience, children and adults. Even children who prefer 

not to speak Spanish in school, were captivated by her eloquence. 

As it is for all Las Serioras, the other reason for her participation 

was her desire to learn English. 
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Lo que es un anhelo y el de mis companeras es el poder dominar el 
ingles, pues sabemos que vivimos en un pais con muchas 
oportunidades para triunfar pero sin este, no se puede hacer mucho. 
Desgraciadamente con el solo hecho de no hablarlo se siente el 
rechazo y la discriminacion por esta razon tenemos la gran 
necesidad e interes en aprender. 
[What is my wish and that of my colleagues is to be able to have the 
power to manipulate the English, we know that we live in a country 
that has many opportunities for success, but without this knowledge, 
there is not much one can do here. Unfortunately, but the mere fact 
of not being able to speak it, one can feel the rejection and the 
discrimination, that is why we have a tremendous interest and need 
to learn it.l (Margo, 3/2/96) 

Margo has also participated in computer classes. El Club de 

Literatura and in the different conferences made by Las Senoras. Margo 

has experienced a personal transformation which she has declared many 

times within El Club. These changes have been noticed by people that 

knew her previously, including her son's kindergarten teacher. 

Margo's relationship with her husband was one in which he was the 

one making decisions. However, Margo has always tried to establish an 

open communication with him, even though this was not easy for him. 

Both of them went through difficult times as they became immigrants into 

this country. Their story is like that of many other Mexican families 

seeking a better life in the United States because of the economic chaos in 

their homeland, Mexico. When Margo's husband lost his job and was 

unable to find another one, they decided to follow other members of her 
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family who were already living in Tucson. It was a difficult decision 

because they had to leave their home and homeland, and enter the United 

States as tourists, without any belongings that would make them suspect. 

For months they had to live with her sister, and sleep on the floor without 

any privacy. After many weeks of looking for a job. Marge's husband 

finally began working with a Chinese man who paid small wages and 

charged him with taxes, despite knowing that her husband was not legal. 

The schooling experience for Margo's' children was difficult at the 

beginning, because they were harassed by other children who refused to 

play with them because as they said, "Es que yo queria jugar futbol pero 

unos ninos dijeron burlonamente - que no juegue porque no habla ingles-" 

[I wanted to play soccer, but some kids made fun saying: do not let him 

play because he does not speak English 1. 

The advantage that Margo's children had in entering U. S. schools in 

4th and 5th grade, was that their primary language was already developed. 

Within months these children were learning English and academically 

succeeding in their classes. The 5th grade daughter was a participant in the 

Tomeo de Ortograffa [Spelling Beel and the 4th grader was a peer tutor in 

math class. What follows is demonstrative of his own growing sense of 

social justice. 
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Soy el futuro del mundo, soy un nino estudioso. Mariana sere un 
hombre y luchare con mis esnidios. Yo quisiera ser un futbolista y 
tambien un abogado para poder luchar por mi gente. Yo quiero 
luchar por mi gente porque ellos tambien son muy importantes 
porque son Mexico Americanos. 
[I am the future of the world, I am a good student. Tomorrow I will 
be a man and I will fight [armed] with my studies. I would like to be 
a soccer player and also a lawyer to be able to help my people. I 
want to fight for my people because they are also important, because 
they are Mexican Americans.] (Eric, 9/22/94) 

Margo's third child, the youngest boy, was in kindergarten. He also 

benefited from his mother's participation in El Club de Literatura. For 

this family, the school was a safe place to be, where they could savor the 

success of their labors, the dangers began when they left the school and had 

to go back to their home. 

Hubo un detalle del video que me emociono muchisimo fue lo que 
dijo una persona de las que hablaban que el hombre es la cabeza del 
hogar, pero la mujer es el corazon. 
[There was a detail in the film that stirred my emotions it was what a 
person said that the man is the head of the home but the woman is the 
heart] (Margo, 10/10/95) 

These profound reflections were indicative of Margo's demeanor. Further, 

they were not lost on her son Eric, who was also moved to the same 

tendency. 

Yo admiro a mi mama porque ella me ha ensenado a comportarme 
en cualquier parte. Tambien la admiro porque ha tenido todos los 
dias mucho que hacer. Por ejemplo, hacer lonche, limpiar. lavar, 
hacer comida y tratar bien a invitados. La admiro porque se ha 
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preocupado por mi de cosas que no tienen importancia, yo se que se 
preocupa per mf porque me quiere. 
[I admire my mother because she has taught me to behave well in any 
place. I also admire her because she has had lots to do every day. For 
example, she prepares lunch, cleans, washes, makes food and she 
treats our guests well. I admire her because she has concerned 
herself with me about things that are unimportant. I know that she 
worries after me because she loves mel (Eric, 3/3/95) 

In spite of her thoughtful caring, people have taken advantage of her 

on numerous occasions. She has, for example, had to go through the 

humiliation of being accused of theft. In the Southwest, as I have 

previously commented, it is not uncommon that people threaten others with 

calling the Border Patrol. It is only when one speaks English that it is 

possible to defend oneself. Speaking English becomes a marker of 

citizenship. Because Margo did not have the language skills to defend 

herself, she had to tolerate the insult of false accusations. Her sister, 

however, spoke English and as Margo explains. 

Volvio a amenazar pero ahora con la emigracion fue hasta entonces 
que mi hermana replico y dijo: pero esta vez en ingles. "Hablele a 
quien quiera. aqui no hay ningun ilegal." 
[She threatened once again, but this time with calling immigration, it 
was then that my sister told her, but this time, in English. "You can 
call whomever you want, here there are no illegals!"] (Margo, 
biography) 

11.1 Summary 
Siempre han dicho; pobres los indios que no 
saben hablar: entonces muchos hablan por 
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ellos; por eso me decidi a aprender el 
castellano. 
[They have always said: poor are the 
Indians who do not know how to speak: 
therefore, many speak for them; that is why 
I decided to leam Castellano. j 
(Rigoberta Menchu, in Burgos, 1992, p. 
183) 

The proximity of the presidential elections is historically known to 

bring out the worst of xenophobic fears toward immigrants in this country. 

In Washington, Senators and Congressman have discussed many political 

issues, especially the necessity for tougher laws with regard to 

immigration. Immigration, has become the scapegoat of the ills of this 

country. In response to the harshness of immigration laws and attitudes 

toward immigrants, what many of Las Senoras, who are hard working 

women cannot understand is: Why are Mexican nationals always 

persecuted? 

As part of our English class, we have read the newspaper daily, and 

have discussed the reasons why laws, like Proposition 187 in California, 

are especially damaging to immigrants. 

The new federal welfare bill, passed by a Republican Congress and 
signed by a Democratic president, severely limits government aid to 
immigrants who are legally here but not yet citizens. And last week. 
Governor Pete Wilson signed an executive order to deny benefits to 
illegal immigrants, including prenatal care. (Rodriguez, 1997) 
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In light of articles like those of Rodriguez (1997) and others, these issues 

form part of our curriculum, as we try to understand the political and 

economic climate of this country, especially as it affects immigrants. 

11.2 Conclusion. Always having expressed her concerns for anyone 

that was abused by agents of the Border Patrol, Margo demonstrated an 

acute sensibility for the human condition. For example, as we discussed the 

newspaper articles on how people were being persecuted in California. 

Margo shared her fears, more and more aware of the dangers that 

immigrant families were prone to suffer when they are not legal. 

Our schools demand higher numbers of parent participation. Yet 

through discussions in El Club de Literatura we were able to discern the 

fear and the uncertainty with which Las Sefioras lives are afflicted. While 

Border Patrol agents ride their bicycles around the neighborhood, and they 

sometimes park their vehicles across the street from our school, we realize 

the fear it invokes. This accounts for sudden lapses in student's attendance 

and parent participation. 

These fears soon became real for Margo and her middle school 

daughter who were stopped by the police because her car was missing a 

light. No sooner did they realize that Margo and her daughter had no 

papers, the police called the Border Patrol. The remainder of the family 



169 

did not find out about this until the next morning. Mother and daughter 

were not given the opportunity to inform them. During their absence, 

Margo's husband and their two boys were desperate to find out their 

whereabouts. She later wrote me a letter where she shared the trauma of 

that humiliating and dramatic experience. 

After Margo's deportation. Las Senoras had a new sense of loss. The 

distant incidents that they had read about in the newspapers, became all too 

real This time, one of their group members had suffered the traumatizing 

experience of being deported. They all talked about her, how much she 

wanted to learn English, the way she worked in anything to support her 

family and how she supported her husband emotionally. They all knew she 

was asking for very little in this country, yet willing to give so much more. 

Margo's husband eventually went back to Mexico, leaving their two 

boys with relatives in Tucson. He tried repeatedly to bring her back. 

finally giving up and bringing the rest of the family to Mexico. It was 

almost a year later until she was able to regain her passport. During those 

months, she wrote letters to me and frequently asked for Las Senoras. She 

wanted to know what we were reading and learning; what field trips we 

had taken: but most of all, she wanted to keep in touch and continue her 

learning with El Club de Literatura, When I forwarded her the literature 
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books, Margo discussed them in following letters. For Margo, deportation 

meant an end to the personal development that she had so valued. 

Quiero saber como han estado evolucionando en sus clases, que 
nuevas tienen, platicame algo para saber muchas mas cosas sobre 
ustedes. Tambien quiero que si me puedas mandar mas informacion 
de lo que han hecho, leido, para no desconectarme y seguir con 
ustedes aunque lejos, pero cerca en mente y el corazon. 
[I want to know how you have all evolved in the classes, what news 
you have, tell me about something so that I can fmd out many things 
about you. I also want for you to send me information on everything 
you have done, read, in order for me not to lose contact and to 
continue with you from the afar, but close in mind and heart.] 
(Margo, Letters from Exile, 5/31/96) 
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CHAPTER 12 

CASSANDRA: ME LLAMO NADIE, 
LOSING AND RENAMING AN IDENTITY 

Cassandra is a 30 year old woman. Bom in Guasabe, Sinaloa, in 

December of 1967. She migrated to the United States in 1988. Though her 

legal status in this country is uncertain, she is a Spanish - English bilingual. 

Cassandra is also a single parent, mother of three children: Ana, Rosa and 

Jose. Cassandra's father worked for years in the railroad, while her 

mother stayed home as a housewife. Her parents married when her mother 

was fourteen years of age. Homelife was, however, oppressive, and her 

parents utilized Cassandra to manipulate her and perpetuate their 

dissatisfaction with one another. 

Cassandra believes that her existence was marked from birth, as soon 

as she was named. When she was bom, it was her father who took it upon 

himself, as was customary, to register the child's birth. He named her 

Virgen, and that, believes Cassandra, caused her to have problems all her 

life. According to Gil and Vazquez (1996) for many Latinas, the model of 

perfection is based on the Virgin Mary herself. 

Marianismo is about sacred duty, self-sacrifice, and chastity. About 
dispensing care and pleasure, not receiving them. About living in the 
shadows, literally and figurarively, of your men - father, boyfriend. 
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husband, son - your kids, and your family. Aside from bearing 
ciiildren, the marianista has much in common with una monja de 
convento, a cloistered nun - but the order she enters is marriage, 
and her groom is not Christ but an all too human male who instantly 
becomes the single object of her devotion for a lifetime, (p. 7) 

Cassandra recalls that when she was a child her teachers would say, "How 

is that if your name is Virgen, when you are such a problem? Later on, 

when she became a woman, the name became an even greater burden. With 

the pressure to live up to the name, and the unsolicited criticisms that were 

never absent, Cassandra has preferred to forget that name in order to live 

her own life. 

As one of Las Senoras, Cassandra has participated in the literature 

club and the English classes in a desire to be part of the school community. 

She has three children who are enrolled in school while she takes classes 

with the other Senoras. Her two young daughters entered school reading 

and writing in both languages. Both of them are considered gifted and 

bilingual by our school standards. When one speaks to these children, one 

is quickly impressed with their respectful manner and fluent use of both 

languages in conversation. To any outsider, it would appear that their 

experiences at home are such that our school curriculum only serves to 

enhance their knowledge. As we shall discuss shortly, this assumption is 

far from accurate. 
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Interestingly, Valdes (1996) has outlined what school's expectations 

are for minority families. 

Schools expected a 'standard' family, a family whose members were 
educated, who were familiar with how schools worked, and who saw 
their role as complementing the teacher's in developing children's 
academic abilities...When children came to school without certain 
skills that their families, in good faith, believed that teachers should 
teach (e.g., the alphabet, the colors, the numbers), school personnel 
assumed parental indifference, troubled homes, and little interest in 
education, (p. 167) 

Thus, the assumptions of the school, are often based on deficit models and 

obscure seeing the abilities and talents of the family. Focusing instead in 

seeing any departure from the norm in concert with the problems of their 

children. However, the case of Cassandra, like many others, presents a 

contradiction to this model that measures to that norm, as discussed by 

Knoblauch (1990), Macedo (1993), Michoul (1996), and Schuster (1990). 

Cassandra is strong-willed, she presents herself as a woman who 

knows what she wants and gives one the impression that she has weathered 

many storms in her life. Yet, she is also very spiritual and is always 

talking about Jehovah as her spiritual guide, not to convert others but as a 

means of professing her beliefs. Her belief is that we need to trust the 

Lord, as she often says, and that good things will happen. 
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During one of our public conferences, where we presented our work 

to members of the community, Cassandra presented one of her own books. 

She had worked diligently in writing a story on the computer and she had 

made a wonderful translation of another story. As she shared her book, 

she told the audience that her participation in the group helped her to feel 

less isolated, supported and part of a family. 

In the Fall of 1996. during her participation in El Club, Cassandra 

announced that she was diagnosed with cancer of the uterus and needed to 

have surgery. Throughout this crisis in her life, she described how doctors 

took advantage of her precarious legal status to practice new procedures in 

exchanse for medical care and treatment. 

Cassandra: Lo que pasa es que la doctora de ahi, supo de mi caso y ella 
me quen'a hacer la operacion. Me agarraron de conejillo de 
indias y per eso me mandaron a un lugar de cache. Asi me 
estudian a mi y luego practican con las ricas y no las 
agarran a ellas de conejillos. 

Hilda: Y te gusto que te agarraran de conejillo de indias? 

Cassandra: Pues no me gusto pero de perdida me beneficie. Y no me 
salio nada, porque de otra forma no hubiera podido pagar. 

[Cassandra: What happened was that the doctor there knew about my 
case and she wanted to perform the surgery on me. They 
took me as a guinea pig and that is why they sent me to a 
ritzy place. That way they study me and later practice with 
the rich ones (women) and don't use them like guineas. 

Hilda: And did you like being taken as a guinea pig? 
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Cassandra; Well, no, I didn't like it but I benefited (from it) in the 
long run. And it did not cost me anything, had it been any 
other way I would not have been able to payj (Cassandra, 
5/27/97) 

Cassandra's life has been marked by numerous situations in which she has 

grown to look at the bright side of dire situations while the situation has 

benefited from her. Cassandra is in no uncertain terms a fighter and a 

survivor because of her duality between religion and daily perseverance to 

life's obstacles. She plays with the cards life hands to her. 

Like many other women in our society, self-motivation is the only 

way of dealing with life's uncertainties. Cassandra's childhood was one of 

neglect and violence. From an early age her mother utilized her to locate 

the nocturnal whereabouts of her father — sending her into bars and ni^ht 

clubs looking for her father because her mother would routinely ask her to 

go inside and see if he was there. Following these frequent nocturnal 

routines, the next morning would find Cassandra at school, where she was 

frequently tired and unmotivated, yet very successful. Cassandra, 

however, felt that there was no one to applaud her successes. 

Me gustaba mucho leer, me gustaban las historias. Tambien dibujar, 
mis dibujos siempre estaban en el periodico mural. Participaba en 
bailables, pero mi mama no participaba por andar siguiendo a mi 
papa. 
[I used to like to read a lot, 1 liked stories. Also to draw, my 
drawings were always on the mural papers. 1 participated in dances. 
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but my mother did not participate (in school activities) because she 
was following my father.} (6-11-97) 

Respect from others has frequently been absent in Cassandra's life. 

Beginning with her mother, who after having eight children could not pay 

attention to Cassandra's needs. Perhaps, it was that she was drowning in 

her own misery, that her mother preferred to spend her time drinking 

coffee in the morning with her neighbors, instead of making sure her 

children were safe and ready for school. Part of Cassandra's story is also 

shadowed by sexual abuse by cousins and family members who 

inappropriately "touched" her while she was only six or seven years of age. 

When asked if her mother ever knew about it, Cassandra responds in the 

negative adding that her mother would not have believed her anyway. In 

reaction to her own maternal role. Cassandra has spoken to her children. 

Yo les digo a las ninas si alguien las toca. diganme, porque ese era 
pariente de mi papa. Yo le agarre coraje a mi mama per 
confianzuda. 
[I tell the girls that if someone touches them, tell me, because that 
one (that touched me) was a relative of my father. I resented my 
mother being overly trustful [others). (6/11/97) 

Cassandra's early life reminds me that as teachers, we often wonder 

why some children are unwilling to learn, to behave, or to be part of the 

group. Without knowing our students lives, one is incapable of 
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understanding the limits of their daily struggles nor their needs and our 

obligations as pedagogues. 

As a child Cassandra did not pity herself, she considers herself as 

having been an intelligent child who had the skills to become somebody in 

school, if she had only had the chance. However, at the age of fourteen 

(just like her mother) she decided to marry, in order to be set free from 

the constrains of her home life. Despite the outrageous behaviors of her 

parents, her family's moral education was such that she could not simply 

leave the home and live at her leisure. There was only one viable way out, 

she needed to say that she wanted to get married. 

Yo no lo quena, por no irme de vaga, tu sabes, los principios... ah, 
SI en casa habi'a principios. Mi mama no nos dejaba ponernos 
pantalones, eso era solo para los hombres. Me sali de la casa por salir 
de la situacion. 
[I did not love him. it was so as not to be bumming around, you 
know, the principles....oh, yes at home there were principles. My 
mother would not let us wear pants, that was only for men. I left 
home to get out of the situation] (Cassandra, 6/11/97) 

In Mexican society, it is critical to avoid being the subject of gossip 

nor to let others talk about your family. Parents prefer to allow their 

daughters to be visited at home, than to find out that they were seen in the 

park, cinemas, theaters or other public places exposing themselves to 

potential gossip. ''El que diran" [the what will they say] is ever present in 
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the thoughts of people and much effort goes into averting any undue 

attention. Things are different in Cassandra's own family, where she 

prefers to establish confidence with her children. She shares with them the 

gritty stories of her childhood so that they understand who she was and 

why she had to go through the things she did. 

Yo era tan inteligente como Ana. Una se identifica con sus hijos. Yo 
no podia estudiar bien en la escuela, pero ella si. Yo creo que es 
necesario tener mucha comunicacion con los hijos. 
[I was so intelligent like Ana, one always identifies with one's 
children. I could not study well at school, but she can. 1 believe it is 
necessary to have a great deal of communication with children] 
(Cassandra, 6/11/97) 

12.1 The Fall. 

No es bueno vivir en el recuerdo...Voltea la hoja y empieza otra vez 
[It is not good to live in the past...Turn the page and begin anew.] 
(Cassandra, 6/11/97) 

After five years of marriage and two children, divorce was 

imminent for 19 year old Cassandra. Her children were divided between 

her family and her husband's family, both sets of grandparents wanted a 

child of their own. Cassandra undertook a new crusade in search of a new 

life. Not long sifter, her life was once again altered by people who utilized 

her for their benefit. 

The story of Cassandra is like a novel saturated with violence, drugs, 

and pseudo-friendship's found and lost. As a single young woman, what 
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were the chances for a different life in a country where women's place is in 

marriage and having children? [recall Gil & Vazquez's (1996) discussion of 

a woman's place]. Especially in the working-class community that she 

belonged to. With no education and no financial support, what kind of life 

can we expect such women to live? We seldom ask this question, 

preferring instead to look at such matters simplisticaily as either black and 

while, good or bad. Not here, however, for Cassandra "Virgen" is neither 

here nor there, where prostitution and virginity are the socially imposed 

extremes of womanhood. 

es importante para mi de decir que muchas veces se juzga a las 
mujeres sin saber sus razones. Yo conoci muchas muchachas 
desorientadas como yo, sin nadie que las apoyara. que cayeron en 
esos lugares por accidente. 
[It is important for me to say that many times women are judged 
without knowing their reasons. I met many disoriented girls like 
myself, with no one to support them, who fell into those places by 
accident 1. (6-11-97) 

When Cassandra was only 19 years of age, she recognized that fear 

and a sense of worthlessness were part of her self-destruction. Following 

her divorce, she found herself without a place to live. She could not return 

to her mother's home because she was afraid of living there as;ain. Recall, o o 

that her home situation was filled with abuse, neglect and poverty. 

Following the divorce, Cassandra worked in different places, for example, 

she recalled working in a lingerie factory called "'Olguita de Mexico," 
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where she worked extra hours, yet could hardly muster enough money for 

the bus. After that, she tried working as a waitress in a night club, then as 

a dancer, and on and on. Due to her precarious financial situation, she 

eventually ended up living with another young woman, who later initiated 

her into the underworld of the Mexican Mafia. 

During the 80's, Nogales, Sonora. was a border town renown for its 

drug trade and high crime. Even the police were openly involved with the 

Mafiosos who literally ran the town. High powered guns were commonly 

used to fight for drugs, women or territory. Cassandra recalls her life as 

the mistress of many of those drug dealers, as she was passed from one to 

another. Although she was faithful to each, each relationship was one of 

survival. She remained because she wanted to be able to send money to her 

mother and children. Once again, her mother pretended not to know the 

details, this time it had to do with what her daughter resorted to for 

subsistence, prostitution. 

Mama: 6Que haces China? 

Cassandra: No te hagas, si te mando tanto dinero, <^que crees que hago? 
-- pues ando de puta. 

Cassandra (a mi): 
^Como no iba a saber? Yo le mandaba para que el nino este 
bien. Ahora que ya no tengo dinero y me pide, le digo 
^por que no guardaste? 
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[Mother; What do you do China? 

Cassandra; Don't pretend, if I send you so much money, what do you 
think I do? well, I am a whore. 

Cassandra [to me]; 
How wasn't she going to know? I sent her money so that 
my son would be well. Now that I don't have money and 
she asks me (for money) I tell her why didn't you save it?] 
(Cassandra, 6/11/97) 

Does Cassandra feel remorse about her past life? Was what she was doing 

to survive morally wrong? — I bluntly asked this (our relationship is not 

about putting up fa9ades, nor sweetening the bitterness of our experiences). 

To do so does her no service, it only serves to soften the blow to our own 

sensibilities, as Cassandra's mother tried to do by playing ignorant to the 

details of Cassandra's life. 

Hilda: ^Te sentias que hacias mal? 

Cassandra; Si sentia, pero ^que iba a hacer? Los de la judicial 
participaban, la polici'a participaba, Yo no quen'a andar de 
Chucho el Roto y salir Rota! 

[Hilda; Did you feel that what you were doing was wrong? 

Cassandra; Yes I did, but what was 1 going to do? The judiciaries 
participated, the police participated, I did not want to go 
about as Chucho el Roto and come out broken. J 
(Cassandra, 6/11/97)' 
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Throughout this interview, Cassandra moves from the present to the past, 

and as she does, she jokes and says that she is doing just like Jesusa, the 

main character of Hasta no Verte Jesils Mfo. When one listens to her 

converse about her life's story, it is at times so incredible that one might 

think that it is invented, it is so unreal. However, knowing the facts behind 

Nogales' notorious past ~ all the names, streets, events are familiar to 

anyone who knows the Quintero's dynasty". 

How can one blame a woman whose childhood was marked by abuse 

and neglect, whose own youth ended up in a marriage of conveniences, as a 

means to get out of a violent home where there was no emotional support? 

Is it a lack of education that throws young lives like Cassandra's and others 

into the inferno of drug use and abuse? While we can only speculate from 

lofty philosophical vantage points, we can expect to learn from Cassandra's 

own story. Which is precisely why Cassandra has shared it. 

12.2 The Descent. Mafia's Love, a Familv of Misfits. 

Like many other youngsters living in the United States, searching 

for a group to which to belong, Cassandra was able to find love and 

"respect" with the mafiosos, as she explains, 

Les agarre carino, igual que en las pandillas. Los quena mas que a 
mi mama. Me daban de todo, mariachis, flores, compania. Me 
consintieron mucho. ^Miedo? jno mas miedo! 
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[I learned to care for them, just like the gangs. I loved them more 
than my mother. They gave me of everything, mariaciiis, flowers, 
company. They consented all my whims. Fear? No more fear!] 
(Cassandra, 6/11/97) 

The story of Cassandra's life in Nogales, is colored with many important 

figures in the Mexican police, drug dealers, and prostitutes. Recognizing 

her "proper" upbringing and her youth, Cassandra was well liked by 

everyone in the group. She partook of everything (de todo), she explains, 

it was another world, where it was normal to be deviant. She shared those 

early experiences with drugs. The reason why she told us about all her 

experiences, she added is "yo quiero que otras muchachas conozcan como 

uno se inicia sin querer" [I want for other girls to know how you are 

initiated into that life unintentionally.]. 

Cassandra now had in her life everything she needed: She recalls 

how drugs like cocaine, marijuana. LSD, and "bombitas,"' were readily 

available at all hours. During those years, she realized that she had no 

other escape, nor did she want one. She had the financial means to send 

money to her mother, sometimes $400 dollars per week and also had the 

money to buy whatever she wanted. She quickly learned through 

experience that in that world, it was much better to comply with the 

demands of her job, in order to live. Violence and love were intertwined 
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and Cassandra learned to make jest of her circumstances as a means of 

survival. 

Her tragedy, however, began when she fell in love with Vicente, 

whom she thought would be a better man for her because he was older and 

a loner. However, it was he who physically abused her and would 

eventually become the father of her three as yet unborn children. 

During these pregnancies, abortion was always in Cassandra's plans. 

and she continued using drugs as needed for at this point she was also an 

addict. I asked her if she now wonders how it is that her children are 

healthy and she answers "Jehovah se preocupa por los desamparados" 

[Jehovah looks over the abandoned]. 

No te voy a decir como decian en Nogales: si quiere que su hijo 
nazca sano, hagalo marihuano. 
[I am not going to tell you what they would say in Nogales: if you 
want your child to be bom healthy, make him a pot head fattributed 
to Caro Quintero)l. (Cassandra, 6/11/97) 

Unable to control her addiction, and having failed to abort in time. 

Cassandra comments that when her oldest daughter was bom, she had 

traces of cocaine in her system, adding that when her second daughter was 

bom, she was treated for syphilis, here in Tucson. However, after 

beginning treatment for syphilis for both mother and daughter, doctors 

unexpectedly discontinued the treatment, without acknowledging to her that 
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they had made the wrong diagnosis. In other words, they did not have 

syphilis. 

It would be this relationship with Vicente that would bring her 

further misery, as she suddenly became an immigrant of questionable 

status, into the United States. Vicente was a drug dealer who emigrated 

into the United States to create his own "drug kingdom." Since Cassandra 

was his 'wife." she followed him on his mission. Although life in Mexico 

was 2ood for her at that time, she was obligated to follow him. 

Cassandra's experience as an immigrant has been, as it has for many 

other women, a hellish nightmare. While she lived with her husband, 

Vicente, in South Tucson, he continued dealing drugs. The tide turned as 

she tired of this abusive relationship, neglect and drug use. Responding to 

the call from her small daughter. Cassandra wanted to be a mother, a 

responsible mother to her children. She recalls the moment when she 

decided to change, to turn her life around. 

Te platique del dia que Ana estaba jugando con una bola grande de 
cocaina? Y yo pense ^que estoy haciendo con nuestras vidas? 
IDid I talk to you about the day that Ana was playing with a large 
ball of cocaine? And I thought what the am I doing with our 
lives?l (Cassandra, 6/11/97) 

12.3 Summary: The descent and return, '"NADIE necesita 

Betty Ford." Cassandra's third child, a son, was bom in 1991. And this 
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time, luck had run out. Though, Cassandra was no longer an addict, she 

had been clean for quite some time, this child was bom with a physical 

handicap as well as a rare respiratory problem. Cassandra adds, however, 

that it was not the drugs that caused the physical deformation, since by 

then, she was clean, but adds 

El eclipse ocasiono la deformacion de la mano. No hacfa drogas, yo 
creo que los ninos que nacen mal ya les tocaba. Su mente no se 
afecto. Hasta en Queretaro nacieron vacas con deformaciones cuando 
fue el eclipse. 
[The eclipse was cause for the deformation of the hand. I was not 
doing drugs, I believe that children that are born deformed, it was in 
their destiny. His mind was not affected. Even in Queretaro, Mexico, 
cows were bom with defects following the eclipse.] .( 6-11-97) 

Interestingly, the eclipses of the moon have historically been noted as 

influential in the births of children, especially In cultures where 

superstition and folklore are part of daily life. The eclipse is also the 

culprit, as well, for deformities if the woman finds herself exposed to it 

during pregnancy (see West, 1988). In the same vein, for Cassandra, there 

exists a superior power that controls her life. In this case, the natural 

phenomenon is taken as the reason for the child's problem, confirming for 

us matter of fact acceptance of the fatality of destiny. 

Tambien los hombres de la tribu azteca teman que sujetarse a una 
predestinacion infranqueable, tambien el los estaban condicionados 
desde la cuna; la manera de ser fatal ista de la sociedad mexica no 



187 

hacia distingos entre mujeres y hombres en los fines que aquella 
predestinacion reserva a unas y a otros. 
[The men of the Aztec tribe also had to ascribe to an unbreakable 
predestination, they were also conditioned from the crib; the 
fatalistic way of being in the mexica society did not differentiate 
between women and men in the final objectives that that 
predestination reserved for them (women and men).] (Alegria, 1979, 
p. 63) 

When I asked Cassandra to explain how she did it? How had she 

weaned herself from drugs and maintained herself free from addiction, 

which method had she utilized in order to stop the drug abuse? Cassandra 

explained, matter-of-factly, that everything is in the mind. When one wants 

to do something, *'you put your mind to it and you just do it." 

jPura vaquetonada! ^que tu cuerpo te lo pide? mentiras. Cuando yo 
usaba cocaina, me daban ganas de fumar cigarros. y un dfa dije, 
'basta de fumar.' y lo deje. En tres dfas con pastillas para dormir se 
te pasa. Los drogadictos no buscan otra opcion, van con sus amigos a 
que les den, y claro que los una el vicio. Eso es pura vaquetonada, 
nada mas. A veces me dan ganas de ir a Drogadictos Anonimos para 
dar testimonio. 
[Sheer laziness! that your body craves it? lies. When I used cocaine. 

1 would get the urge to smoke, cigarettes, and one day 1 said, 
'enough with smoking,' and I quit it. In 3 days with the help of 
sleeping pills you get over it. Drug addicts do not look for other 
options, they go with their friends so that they can supply them, and 
of course, the vice unites them! That is pure laziness, nothing more. 
Sometimes I feel like going to Narcotics Anonymous to give a 
testimonial.] (Cassandra, 7/4/97) 

In one fell swoop, Cassandra cured her addiction and rid herself of 

the abusive husband and drugs that had surrounded her home life. Once 
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again, she was alone, this time, with three children, but as a more mature 

and experienced woman. In order to survive economically, at the age of 

30 she became, for the first time a welfare applicant, and began an "honest" 

life of poverty. Cassandra wishes for a future which will keep her three 

children living with her, they will not be taken away like the others. She 

wants them to be successful and to have the opportunities she never had. 

12.4 Conclusion. Teachers would never believe that children like 

Cassandra's who are successful students, would have ever lived through the 

experiences they have. And if they did know about them, they would very 

likely consider them "at-risk." And just like Jesusa, Poniatowska's 

character, Cassandra now prefers to keep her distance from men. She is 

very independent and works in whatever she can find to fulfill her financial 

obligations. When she participated in the El Club de Literatura, she was a 

sales representative for women's interior clothing. Due to her ever 

burdening economic situation and the fear of immigration roundups, after 

several close calls, she moved out of the school area and now her children 

attend a non-bilingual school. Once there, Cassandra resorted to selling 

food to the school teachers in order to help herself financially. 
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In her own words, Cassandra believes that if she had had the 

emotional support of her family, her life could have been much different. 

Without support, one carmot do anything. 

No me arrepiento de lo que vivi, porque aprendi. ^Que le dire a mis 
hijos? — jla verdad! Que unas estan por necesidad. Que unas estan 
por obligacion. Que otras estan por miedo. Que a veces te 
aprovechas de la situacion. 
[I am not sorry for what I have lived because I have learned. What 
will I tell my children? The truth! That some (women) are there for 
necessity, some because of obligation and others are there because of 
fear. That sometimes you take advantage of the situation. I 
(Cassandra, 6/11/97) 

' Chucho el Roto was a radio show character known as the Mexican Robin Hood. 

" Caro Quintero is a real character, a drug dealer whose business was so powerfully rich 
that at one point he offered the Mexican government to pay off the external debt owed to the 
United Stales. His stor\" ended when he was caught in Guadalajara, Jalisco, Mexico. He is 
currently living in prison for life in a Mexican jail. 
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PARTY 

RELIGION AND FEMALE ROLE MODELS 

During the many hours dedicated to reading in El Club de 

Literatura, Las Senoras and I have also had the opportunity to vicariously 

experience the lives of other female characters who. as ii turns out, have 

defined their own lives through fathers, husbands, boyfriends, and children 

(see also Gil & Vazquez, 1996). In this fashion, through the analysis of 

novels, we have had the opportunity to discuss what are critical issues in 

women's lives. Equally significant, we have found that these supposedly 

fictitious female characters share a great deal in common, in that they have 

generally lacked voice or thoughts of their own; their minds and bodies 

have not been their own, but controlled by others: and often, spiritually 

they have been tied to religious traditions that have bound them even 

further from expressing or experiencing much freedom of choice or 

thought. Chapter 13 focuses on the Mexican trinity of Coatlicue, La 

Malinche and La Virgen de Guadalupe, as they frame womanhood. 

Chapter 14 deals with issues of religious socialization and gender with 

respect to the Mexican woman. 
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CHAPTER 13 

UNDERSTANDING THE MEXICAN TRINITY OF WOMANHOOD: 
COATLICUE, LA MALINCHE AND LA VIRGEN DE GUADALUPE 

Dijo Dios: "hagamos al hombre a nuestra imagen 
y semejanza. Que mande a los peces del mar y a 
las aves del cielo, a las bestias, a las fieras salvajes 
y a los reptiles que se arrastran por el suelo." Y 
Creo Dios al hombre a su imagen. A imagen de 
Dios lo creo. 
[And God said: "let us make man in our image 
and likeness. Let him send the fish in the sea and 
the birds in the sky, the animals, and the wild 
beasts and the reptiles that drag themselves on the 
ground." And God created man in his image. In 
the image of God he was created. (Genesis 8,17) 

As Las Senoras listen to the "Mensajeras de la Salud,'" there are 

interesting dynamics at play between speakers, audience and subject matter. 

The leaders of today's Breast and Cervical Cancer Conference, Mexican 

themselves, are quick to assess that the Mexican women before them are 

shy in talking about or listening to issues of women's health and 

reproductive systems. Why is this so? Since youth, we, as other Mexican 

women, have learned to guard a modesty commingled with shame with 

respect to our bodies. This is evidenced in the silence we maintain with 

anything to do with biological cycles, such as menstruation, menopause, or 

even pregnancy (see also West, 1988; Gil & Vazquez, 1996). We have 
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been taught, through the hidden curriculum of our early socialization as 

girls and young women, to maintain our thoughts on the subject to 

ourselves and not to entrust them to others. In passing, we often refer to 

this silence as, "lo que no se cuenta" [What you do not tell]. 

Yahaira, for example, recalls her biological transition into 

womanhood. At the onset of her menses, she was not emotionally prepared 

nor physically equipped for this abrupt biological event. Distraught, not 

understanding the implications of this physical change (questioning if she 

had done something wrong to bring this upon herself?), she braced herself 

to face her demons. In fear and shame, she spent the entire day in the 

river, waiting for nighttime to fall. It was not until then, that she was first 

able to speak to her mother about the matter. This event, not only signaled 

a significant passage in Yahaira's life as a woman, it had other interesting 

ramifications. Yahaira*s sister was pleased to hear of the event, for it 

implied that she no longer had to hide her own menstruation from her 

sister. The secret, as it were, could now be shared between the two. The 

secret, however, remained taboo as a subject for further discussions 

between mother and daughters. It is not uncommon for such dramatic 

early experiences to come to the fore in our discussions. 
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This work has exposed another lived reality - that as women, we 

have not been allowed to understand and know what it is to be a woman, 

nor to discover our spiritual beings as women. We have been socialized 

and dictated to by men, and unfortunately, by the women before us 

(products themselves, of that socialization) (Gil & Vazquez, 1996, also 

make reference to this phenomenon which they refer as "those iron-clad 

rules of behavior, ten commandments if you will" [p. 8]). This is an 

especially important finding, for it points to how insidious the issue is. 

Where does a female look to in order to understand and define herself as a 

woman? 

Reflecting on this question, I find that a discussion on the formation 

of the Mexican woman, of our social construction, as it were, necessitates a 

discussion of what I find are the trinity of our existence as Mexican 

females, as found in: Coatlicue, the matriarch of an indigenous past; La 

Malinche, the physical representation of the cultural collision between our 

forebears; and La Virgen de Guadalupe, the physical manifestation of a 

Virgin Mother for a nascent Mexican race. I suggest the trinity as a 

framework for this chapter, because of the deeply ingrained influence of 

the legacy of these female characters to the formation of a Mexican culture 

and the Mexican female. In doing so, one can begin to appreciate our 
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unfolding role as women in Mexican society. Before doing so, however, I 

share what is the fate of women who have attempted to form an identity 

other than the one prescribed. 

The example is that of Sor Juana Ines de la Cruz, one of the first 

"modem" feminist, Mexican or otherwise. Early in her life, Sor Juana 

challenged the status quo of her time period (17th century) by refusing to 

follow the role of wife, or lover, instead, she joined a cloister of nuns. In 

essence, Sor Juana closed herself off from the physical dangers menacing 

females of her time, in order to dedicate herself to her own intellectual 

endeavors. It has been written of her decision to become a nun: 

Lo monjil fue solo habito extemo, mascara que encubrio su 
verdadera personalidad. De haber nacido en nuestro tiempo hubiera 
sido simplemente una intelectual...El convento es una puerta de 
escape, la unica salida hacia una posicion comoda que le permite un 
aislamiento grato a su caracter. Paradojicamente. el convento fue 
para la mujer su unica liberacion posible en el siglo XVII. 

[The nunnery was only an external habit, the mask that covered her 
true personality. Had she been born in our times, she would have 
simply been an intellectual...The convent was the door of escape, the 
only exit toward a comfortable position that allowed an isolation, 
amenable to her character. Paradoxically, the convent was for 
women the only possible liberation in the 17th century.] 
(Razon y pasion de Sor Juana. de Anita Arroyo) en (Alegn'a, p.l 12) 

Sor Juana serves as a model to remind the reader that not all 

Mexican women were controlled by the patriarchal society. For this 

ultimate act of subversion, however, Sor Juana was not only criticized. 
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judged as a lesbian, considered a rebel of ail that was sacred, but she had to 

waive her own right as a woman to exert her talent, intellect and 

expression of the same. This was the ultimate sacrifice. Yet, the issue is 

not easily resolved in our present time, as women continue to struggle with 

the very question of self-determination. For a woman to pursue the life of 

an intellect, she must refute many conventions and in the process be 

accused of many things, more often than she is called intellectual. This has 

not much changed, even in our time, a woman continues to be valued for 

her physical virtues and feats, as I shall explain at a later point. But first, 

let us return to the three legends that model the Mexican female gender. 

It can be readily said that in Mexican culture, women have rarely 

been considered an historically significant element of the society, aside 

from the three most commonly known heroines: Coatlicue, La Malinche 

and La Virgen de Guadalupe. 

13.1 Coatlicue. The history of the Aztec culture presents soldiers 

and priests as the purveyors of voice, power, spirit, and thought. Aside 

from the mythical world, in the corporeal there were special schools for 

boys in which they learned to become priests or warriors. Yet, schools 

were for girls places in which they learned to be obedient, chaste, and 

virginal, so that they might become proper housewives and mothers. 
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Interestingly, in Aztec culture, other than Coatlicue. the mother of 

the principal Aztec God, Huitzilopochtli, there were no goddesses. 

Coatlicue was considered 

diosa de la tierra, representa tambien el principio de la generacion 
primordial. De ella surgio todo lo que tiene forma: los dioses, los 
hombres, los animales y las plantas, el sol, las estrellas. Ella estaba 
antes que todo principio. 
[Goddess of the earth, she also represented the beginning of 
primordial generation. From her came all that takes shape: 
goddesses, men, animals and plants, the sun, the stars. She was here 
before everything began. J (Alegria, 1979, p. 44 ) 

This very early dynasty, at the beginning of time, was, as legend holds it, a 

matriarchy. Perhaps one in which the notion of immaculate conception 

served to hold the principal matriarch. Coatlicue in highest esteem. It was 

the birth of Huitzilopochtli (the Sun), however, that forever changed this 

vision of her as a Goddess and turned the tide from a matriarch to a 

patriarch. The legend of Huitzilopochtli describes him as the last child that 

Coatlicue bore. His conception came as Coatlicue placed a feather on her 

breast. The beautiful feather was made as an offering to the temple. 

However, when she looked for the feather, she felt a physical presence 

which was to become a spiritual pregnancy. This son was later to become 

Coatlicue's savior from another daughter, Coyolxauquie (the Moon), and 
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her brothers (the Stars), who together conspired to kill her and thus cleanse 

the dishonor of this spiritual pregnancy. 

Coatlicue represents the maternal and the feminine, the essence of 

nature. Aztec women, it is said, have inherited her powers: givers of life 

and death, embodiment of fear and respect, and love and hate. Historians 

also believe that Coatlicue represented the fmal vestiges of an old 

matriarchal society (Alegn'a, 1979: Sejoume, 1957). In the begimiing, it is 

told, Coatlicue had many children without the benefit of husband. Yet it 

was not until the birth of Huitzilopochtli that the absence of a father was 

considered problematic. It was his birth that ushered in a new era, one in 

which maternity without the presence of a male figure head could no 

longer be accepted. Women who wanted to have children had to 

acknowledge this new patriarchy, lest they be considered dishonored 

13.2 La Malinche. Much later, during the period of the early 

Spanish conquest in the Americas, the only other indigenous woman 

deigned of historical significance was La Malinche. Her historical 

significance is multiple, she is considered the mother of the first Mexican. 

She is claimed to be the first indigenous woman to give birth to offspring 

of mixed heritage. Because of her intellectual and physical involvement 

with the conqueror she has also been made into a character of legendary. 
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almost mythical, proportions. La Malinche has, for the most part, been 

vilified as a woman who sacrificed the life of her child(ren) in revenge for 

the betrayal she suffered as a woman (see Alegn'a. 1979; Del Castillo, 

1995). Her presence is said to live on as she wanders aimlessly during the 

night, because of her treason and betrayal, wailing near closed bodies of 

water. La Malinche has been stereotyped by different writers, time and 

time again (see for example Vicente Riva Palacio, Aniceto Aramoni, 

Miguel Angel Menendez. Octavio Paz, Carlos Fuentes, Pat Mora). 

Further, La Malinche, also known as La Llorona [the Wailer], has been a 

much maligned character in literature, as well as popular folklore, any 

Mexican child can retell a story about La Llorona. 

It is of importance to recall that Malinche was not an Aztec, but a 

Mayan Indian given to Cortes as a slave. The Mayans, in turn, were also 

Aztec slaves. Malinche became the woman who served Cortes" needs, she 

was utilized by him not only intellectually, for her linguistic abilities, but 

also exploited sexually. Malinche's son by Cortes, legend holds, was killed 

by her in a fit of rage over his abandonment of her. 

El simbolo de la entrega de Doiia Malinche, la amante de Cortes. Es 
verdad que ella se da voluntariamente al Conquistador, pero este, 
apenas deja de serle util, la olvida. Doiia Marina se ha convertido en 
una figura que representa a las indias, fascinadas, violadas o 
seducidas por los espanoles. 
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[The symbol of the submission of Dona Malinche, the lover of 
Cortes. It is true that she voluntarily gave herself to the 
Conquistador, but he, shortly after she ceases to be useful to him, 
forgets her. Dona Marina has turned into the figure representing the 
Indian women, fascinated, raped or seduced by the Spaniards. (El 
Laberinto de la Soledad, by Octavio Paz, 1961, cited in Alegn'a, 
1979, 77) 

La Malinche, therefore, comes to represent the Mexican woman who 

exists only in relationship to fathers, lovers, husbands, or children, a point 

made elsewhere by Gil and Vazquez (1996). Malinche has by many been 

considered a prostitute because she became the female companion to 

Cortes. Her intervention as translator during the conquest has also served 

as fodder in literature. The literary metaphors and allegories are 

countless. Accused as being instrumental to Cortes' successful conquest, 

her talents live on, even in the vernacular. Take, for example, the word 

"malinchismo." which as Menendez suggests, is: 

entrega sumisa al extranjero de las intimas esencias de la 
nacionalidad; es a ella a quien se acusa injustamente de haber 
entregado a su patria. 
[the total submission to the foreigner of the intimate essence of the 
nationality; it is she that is unjustly accused of having turned her 
country in.] 
(cited in Alegn'a, 1979. p. 74) 

In retrospect, it appears that this new race was destined to devalue 

the worth of women: motherhood to Mexican offspring was possible only 
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through illegitimacy, for the Church did not recognize the paternity of the 

conquistador with the indigenous female, but considered it blasphemous, 

the offspring bastards, and the women whores. The irony, is that this new 

race is also to vilify the mother that bore its first offspring. 

Coatlicue's legend is somewhat repeated in the life of La Malinche 

and her mestizo (offspring). For example, they are both women cast from 

the mainstream because they have for one reason or another fallen into 

disgrace. In turn, both these stories come to shape the life of present day 

Mexican women, as I shall continue to explore. 

13. 3 La Virgen de Guadalupe. La Virgen de Guadalupe is also a 

woman with historical ties to the Indigenous culture of Mexico. In 

Tepeyac. the Indians had a temple dedicated to the mother of all Gods: 

Tonantzin. "our mother." This legendary goddess was worshipped during 

the 16th century. At the time, it is understood, there were in her name 

20,000 human sacrifices made yearly. With the arrival of Catholicism to 

Mexico, the mystery of the Virgin Mary was introduced in a most effective 

manner by giving birth to a saintly image that would merge the Indigenous 

Americas with Catholicism. And quite miraculously, such a timely 

appearance signaled the transition between indigenous forms of worship to 

Catholicism. To this day. La Virgen de Guadalupe remains at the crux of 
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Mexican and Mexican American culture, as she is often referred to as 

''Nuestra Virgen" [our Virgin]. 

Interestingly, the site, of the miraculous apparition of La Virgen de 

Guadalupe to the poor indigenous Diego, also warrants further discussion, 

for it was the same site of worship for Tonantzin. And as Beltran suggests 

there was a physical as well as an emotional link to the site, regardless of 

the idol placed above it. 

vamos a la fiesta de Tonantzin. Agora que esta edificada alli la 
iglesia de nuestra Senora de Guadalupe, tambien la Ilaman Tonantzin, 
tomando la ocasion de los predicadores que a nuestra Senora la 
Madre de Dios la denominan Tonantzin. 
[let us go to the festival of Tonantzin. Now that constructed there is 
the church of our Lady of Guadalupe, also called Tonantzin, taking 
the occasion of the preachers that to our Lady the Mother of God 
they designate Tonantzin.} (Alegrfa, 1979, p. 100) 

The surgence of this vision, of almost Goddess-like proportions, was 

ideal because the Mestizo was in need of a new ''Goddess." that while she 

was Mexican, like her people, was the physical representation of the virtues 

of the Catholic church. This new apparition was to become the "spiritual" 

mother of all Mexicans, for she acquired the same physical characteristics 

as mestizo: her skin was brown, her face similar to that of Indian women 

and her hair dark like theirs. Further, she embodied the newly desired 

qualities of the gender to Mexican culture: maternity and virginity. To this 
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day, during the most significant historical moments in Mexico, La Virgen 

de Guadalupe serves as a symbol of the culture, whether it be a flag, 

popular song, holiday, prayer or in the most humble of manifestations 

(e.g., garden altars, tattoos, clothing). Worship and dedication to her are 

unwavering and revealed at almost every level of Mexican culture. 

Tonantzin was, thus, not only supplanted by the Virgen in the 

abstract of the emotional and theoretical, but also in the physical, where 

her figure was built atop Indigenous temples of worship. This 

juxtaposition of the embodiment of female gender between the extremes of 

saintly Virgen and whore, leaves little middle ground for Mexican 

womanhood, for example, where all mothers are the embodiment of the 

maternal virgin to their sons, yet where women (wives included) easily 

become the epitome of the whore to their husbands or other men. Thus is 

the harsh reality of womanhood in Mexican culture. 

13.4 Summary^ Coatlicue, La Malinche and La Virgen de 

Guadalupe - these three female figures present varying points on the 

continuum of a vision that Mexicans hold of all women: the mother, the 

prostitute, and the saintly Virgin. The ongoing dialogues of El Club de 

Literatura, coupled with a great deal of introspection, have permitted us to 

express ourselves in different voices, to listen to each other and the many 
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other women who have been silenced before us. Further, it has been a 

revelation to find out that we all share in common the same problems, 

suffer the same myths, hope the same wishes, and most stunning of all, that 

these oppressive issues affecting our gender are recurrent, regardless of 

our ages, levels of education, or social class. Our identities, it seems, are 

always imposed upon us. 

13.5 Conclusion. Underlying these three female figures is a common 

thread, as found in religious socialization. Religious beliefs and practices 

have been key to forming a vision of womanhood and promoting it in daily 

interactions between men and woman, and society and women. As Mexican 

women, we literally carry with us the religious education that has been 

passed to us from one century to another, generation to generation, 

beginning with the Aztec culture - a patriarchal society in which men were 

the rulers and the priests; and the many other religious cultures that have 

imposed taboos, inhibitions, and myths ranging from the social, 

intellectual, biological, and moral. The Spaniards, for example, who had 

already been influenced by the Celts, Iberos, Romans, Arabs, and Jews 

brought with them the reigning religion, Catholicism. Thus, Catholicism 

was not merely Spanish, but a mixture of centuries of conquest and 
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influence (Fuentes, 1997), ail of which have served to define the limits and 

development of our present day femenineties. 

In light of these realizations, we see ourselves vis-a-vis the 

discussions of the text of Hasta No Verte Jesus Mfo and the religious beliefs 

that have formed our thoughts and cultural practices as women and 

Mexicans. This is the subject of Chapter 14 on Religious Socialization and 

Gender, where, for example, we begin to question our beliefs and customs 

and where they have originated, by whom, and for whom. Why do we 

practice what we do, when we may not agree that it is wholesome to our 

well being? Thus, the legacy of the trinity to the Mexican woman comes as 

a deference to the male; virtues of shame and modesty (to speak little of the 

pleasures of the body) - to know only the servile purposes of our gender. 

Little wonder, then, that discussions as to our own health related issues are 

met with a silence that belies our shame and discomfort with the subject: 

our very physical beings. 

' A women's public health ouireach program established through the Y WCA (Young 
Women's Christian Association), whose mission it is to inform Hispanic women about the 
di\'erse illnesses affecting their population. 



205 

CHAPTER 14 

RELIGIOUS SOCIALIZATION AND GENDER: 
DERNING THE CONHNES OF THE MEXICAN WOMAN 

Breaking with the traditional stereotype of Mexican women as 

Catholics, within El Club de Literatura there are different types and levels 

of religiosity. While many of our early religious experiences may have 

been the same, we are not. Many of us share varying accounts of what our 

early religious education within our families has been like. Yet, we all 

recall the early days of obligatory church attendance; visits to the Saints 

and specific prayers to them; making requests for special "favors;" offering 

flowers to the Virgin, and celebrating baptisms, first communions, and 

marriage ceremonies, among others. But despite all this knowledge of 

ritual, there remains something as of yet unspoken about our religious 

upbringings, as we have already begun to unravel through the reading of 

Hasta No Verte Jesus Mfo. and already alluded to as "lo que no se cuenta." 

Following the trials and tribulations of Jesusa, the principal character 

from the novel, as we have, we are able to facilitate a discussion on the 

historical customs of the religious traditions. However, since we are not 

all Catholics, we have the opportunity to also scrutinize the customs of 

other religious institutions.' In these discussions we find commonalties 
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among the religions: in each and every one we were silenced, to accept 

things without questioning and to accept that as humans, we are innately 

evil beings. Again, this is a characteristic that also prevailed in the Aztec 

culture, wherein, even long before the arrival of the conquerors, the notion 

of confession for cleanliness was practiced in its various forms (Sejoume, 

1984). In what remains of this chapter, I present religion as it permeates 

and influences several facets of our lives as women, as found, for example, 

in: Religion and Marriage, Religion and Violence, Religion and Health, 

Religion and Motherhood, and Religion and Legal Status. 

14.1 Religion and Marriage. The institution of marriage, 

especially, has been discussed in light of our religious backgrounds. 

Aurora, for example explains that in Nogales, Sonora it was the local priest 

who removed the Virgin Mary from the altar whenever he suspected that 

the bride had already lost her virginity. Within Mexican culture, especially 

for the male, female virginity is something that is requisite for marriage. 

Men do not need to marry "soiled" women. As Aurora continues 

informing us of the local practice, she explains 

En el pueblo, cuando una muchacha se junta o se casa, si una ya no es 
seiiorita, ya no vale mucho. 

tin the town, when a woman lives together or marries, if one is no 
longer a seiiorita [virgin], she is no longer worth much. ] (Aurora. 
Group Discussion, 3/19/97) 
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A questionable virginity, is cause for a great deal of remorse and shame 

for the bride and her family. This is no light matter, for it serves to 

devalue the worth of "soiled" women, without regard for the human worth 

of the individual. 

Interestingly, as we discuss the custom of this border town, Nogales, 

Sonora we find that this particular priest was also a man who, though he 

was a priest, had a daughter and a concubine. This, however, was not to be 

questioned by the populace at large. The question in our group then 

becomes; Who gave him the right to condemn young brides? As we discuss 

this issue, we arrive at the conclusion that it is one of those traditions, like 

so many others, created within a patriarchal society that judges females 

mercilessly, yet gives carte blanche to the male. In other words, religious 

traditions carry distinct meanings and restrictions whether you are a man 

or a woman, as one of Las Sefioras concludes with regard to similar 

inequities in the marriage contract, 

Aurora: Lo que dice mi mama es que nomas se casan por la iglesia 
y tienen que aguantar toda la vida. 

Gloria; Que te peguen y te maltraten y demas. 
Carol: Es por el que diran tambien. 

[Aurora: What my mother says is that no sooner do they (women) 
marry through the Church and they have to tolerate the 
rest of their lives. 

Gloria: That they beat you and mistreat and all that. 
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Carol: It is also because of the 'what will they say.' | 
(Group Discussion, 5/27/97) 

Through the reading, we also unveil that within the Catholic tradition, 

women who entered the convents were often times forced to do so by 

oppressive fathers. And while they remained cloistered in order to 

maintain the respectability of the family, it was also possible that they were 

sexually exploited by priests, explains another Sefiora, 

Crystal: La esposa de mi cunado decfa que habi'a un cementerio de 
puros ninos de las monjas. 

Hilda: ^Por que abusaban de ellas? 
Crystal: Pues si. 
Hilda: Pero ^por que las monjas no se quejaban y nadie decia 

nada? 
Crystal: Porque eran monjas y las amenazaban. 
Hilda: Siempre las monjas antes eran porque los padres querian 

que fueran. A la fuerza. Y ahora, las que quieren ser 
monjas es por su voluntad. Pero antes no. 

[Crystal: The wife of my brother-in-law said that there was a 
cemetery of only nun's children. 

Hilda: Why did they abuse them? 
Crystal; Well yes. 
Tere: But why did the nuns not complain and no one would say 

anything? 
Crystal: Because they were nuns and they had been threatened. 
Hilda: In the past the nuns it was because the father wanted them 

to go. By force. And now, those that want to be nuns, it is 
their will. But before it was not. 

(Group discussion, 4/30/97) 

Thus, religion was employed not only to socialize women into acceptable 

cultural practices as faithful wives and mothers, but to incarcerate 
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daughters who did not follow the proper protocol. One must also recall, 

that life as a nun in the convent was the consummation of another marriage 

contract. Thus, nuns were obliged to obey priests, who were considered 

superior to them in rank and file service to God. Somewhat similar was 

the case for Malinche, for example, for whom slavery was not something 

to be questioned. 

14.2 Religion and Violence. As it stands, it is difficult enough for a 

patriarchal society to protect the safety and status of women when the act 

of female socialization is itself violent. But it has been the sanctity of the 

Church that obliges many women to remain in abusive relationships 

because it has been ingrained that marriage is for life, whether that 

marriage be spiritual or physical. We, as women, have been taught that it is 

our "cruz"' to bear in this life. We are told so by our mothers, 

grandmothers, and the institution of the Church. Just as Jesusa, the novefs 

principal character, believes that life on earth is the path to purification, 

our own mothers and other women have advised us to remain in our 

marriages for our children's sake, as if we must suffer the consequences of 

our choices, without benefit of remedying them. There is a saying that 

often accompanies this fatalistic view: 

Mas vale el malo por conocido, que bueno por conocer. 
[Evil known is better than the go^ that is of yet unknown.] 
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Juxtaposing this philosophical view with lived reality, in light of these 

dictums, many of our experiences are replete with the horrors of the 

effects that abusive relationships have had on women and children: 

Por eso, eso esta peor. Porque miran a la madre sufriendo, 
llorando. Lo mas triste es cuando las mujeres enamoradas, o 
endrogadas con los hombres. Y las golpean, como la prima mi'a. Las 
maltratan, las escupen, las patean y siguen ahf. 

[That is why, that is worse. Because they see the mother suffering, 
crying. The saddest part is when the women are in love, or addicted 
to the men. And they beat them, like my cousin. They mistreat 
them, they spit on them, they kick them and they continue there. 
(Gloria, Group discussion, 5/15/97) 

And yet, again, within the religious tradition, as young girls we are already 

instructed to follow certain rules and dogmas. It is there that we learn that 

we are here to suffer and that we must suffer in silence. We also learn that 

we cannot touch our bodies because it is sinful. We are told to confess our 

impure thoughts and repent for our sins, and we are moved to practice 

these rituals throughout the Ufecourse, always blaming ourselves for 

"impure" thoughts or acts. 

Es la cultura. La cultura nuestra. El tener siempre culpa. Si dijiste 
una mala palabra, ya eres malo. Por todo somos malos, aunque no 
seamos malos. 

[It is the culture. Our culture. To always be at fault. If you said a 
bad work, you are already evil. We are evil for everything, even if 
we are not bad.] 
(Carol, Group Discussion, 5/27/97) 
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In later life, it confuses us all to have learned to view our bodies as 

the sacred place, a body that not even one is allowed to touch. Yet, within 

the sanctity of marriage, our bodies become the property of men to 

respect, to use or abuse. This topic, however, is the subject of heated 

debates in El Club de Literatura. In discussions, one by one. we share the 

situations in which our bodies have been subjected to abuse by family 

members, friends and strangers. Situations where we have found our 

voices silenced by deaf ears. Yahaira describes one such experience: 

tambien un esposo de una prima mia jugaba mucho con nosotros y 
tenia la mafia de jalamos los cachetes cuando estabamos chiquitas, y 
ya de muchacha, fui al mandado y como el tema la tienda de 
abarrotes, estaba solo y me dijo que estaba ocupado, que yo agarrara 
el mandado, y me meti en la tienda y el se me puso enseguida y me 
quiso agarrar los pechos. Sail horrorizada de ahf y le dije a mi 
mama. Y no lo creyeron. 

[also a husband of my cousin used to play with us and he had the 
habit of pulling at our cheeks when we were little, and later as a 
young girl, I went to the market and since he had a grocery store, 
he was alone and he told me he was busy, for me lo get my own 
groceries, and I went into the store and he got on me right away and 
he tried to grab my breasts. I ran out of there in horror and I told 
my mother. And they did not believe it. 
CYahaira, 3/18/97) 

How can this have been possible? In trying to make sense of the past, we 

find that because of our own early upbringings, like those of older women 

entrusted with our care, we also suffer bouts of shame and a tremendous 
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conflict because these institutions (family, church, etc.) that taught us these 

rules of never betraying the silence, did not believe in us. or perhaps did 

not want to believe that such violations had taken place. Worst yet, the 

perpetrators, the "sinners," never received warnings nor had complaints 

lodged at them, because of a mother's silence and the ensuing 

embarrassment that any young girl or boy's family might suffer: case 

closed, into the realm of "lo que no se cuenta." 

Often, in the desire for their children to receive the best education 

possible, parents have been known to send their children to other family 

members, whose access to resources may be much more tangible. Nogales. 

Arizona, for example, has been one such place that border families have 

sent their children off to in order that they learn English. Seventy-five 

year old Aurora describes an early experience when she was a young girl. 

Hilda: <;,Cuantos anos tenia, Aurora? 
Aurora: Como unos doce. Y me acoste y ya estaba dormida cuando 

al rato, el tio me coge la mano y me la pone alia. Me 
levante asustada. Lo bueno que mi mama fue al otro dia y 
le dije. No me dejo ni un di'a mas. 

Hilda: dijeron algo al tio? 
Aurora: No. 

[Hilda: How old were you, Aurora? 
Aurora: About twelve. And I lay down and I was already asleep 

when a little later, the uncle grabs my hand and he puts it 
there. I got up frightened. The good thing was that my 
mother went over the following day and I told her. She 
did not leave me there another day. 
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Hilda: Did they say anything to the uncle? 
Aurora: No.] 
(Aurora, Group Discussion, 3/18/97) 

As she reacts to the subject matter with respect to her own three children 

(two girls and a boy), Cassandra's suggestion breaks with her teachings of 

religion and morality that have prevailed in the discussion of other topics, 

when she says 

Yo a las ninas les he dicho que si pasa algo asi. me digan. Y les 
platique de dos o tres ocasiones. que por confianza de mi mama me 
anduvieron tocando mis partes. 

[I have told my girls that if anything like this happens, that they tell 
me. And I chatted with them about two or three occasions, that 
because of my mother's [carelessj trust they were going around 
touching my [private] parts.] 
(Cassandra, Group Discussion. 3/18/97) 

Interestingly, that same entity that has taught us to respect our bodies and 

harped on the acts of shame and sin, has also served to harm children and 

women, indirectly and directly. 

Cassandra: La mayoria de los padres hacen tantas cosas. con los 
mismos que les ayudan. y se aprovechan de los ninos del 
catecismo. 

Hilda: iQue horror! Pero cuando decimos que los padres, no 
solo son los padres catolicos. 

Cassandra: De todas las religiones. 
Crystal: jQue feo! Quizas esas reglas no deben'an de existir para 

evitar este tipo de cochinadas. 

[Cassandra: The majority of priests do so many things, with the same 
ones that help them, and they take advantage of the 
children of the catechism. 
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Hilda: What horror! But when we say that the priests, not only 
the catholic priests. 

Cassandra: From all the religions. 
Crystal: How ugly! Perhaps those rules should not exist in order 

to avoid this type of filth.] 
(Class discussion, 4/30/97) 

In the novel, we are reminded that the Mexican government of 

Benito Juarez, a man who in the eyes of the Church was considered an 

atheist, aired out many of the "secrets" that took place within the convent 

and the Church of its times. Jesusa deliberates. 

jA cuantas muchachas no las infelizan en los confesionarios! Que 
una confesadita y una tentadita, las empiezan a manosear y luego al 
dormitorio, como si estuvieran en un bule, o si no para mas rapido 
en la sacristi'a. Por eso yo no los quiero. Aqui en la ciudad, en el 
Defe, han salido sus obras hasta en el periodico. 

[How many girls do they not make unhappy in the confessionals! 
With a little confession and a little grab, they begin to manhandle 
them and later on to the dormitory, as if they were in a brothel, or if 
not a quick one in the sacristy. That is why I do not like them. Here 
in the city, in the Defe [Federal District], their acts have even come 
out in the papers.] 
(Poniatowska, 1994, p. 209) 

And yet this subject matter warrants no further discussion here, but in the 

public press that continues to minimize the indiscretions of the Church and 

clergy. Interestingly, present day publications of indiscretions of the 

clergy are typically against young boys. Could it be that girls and women 

are no longer the subjects of victimization? or do they simply continue 

among the silenced? 
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14.3 Religion and Health. Health is also another aspect of women's 

lives controlled by the moral values that are taught in our churches. There 

are situations where the individual, herself, loses control of her life because 

of [mis]information that has been given to her in the Church. According to 

Cassandra, for example, "doctors do not have the power to heal you, it is 

Jehovah who will save you." She also believes that blood transfusions are 

not necessary ''because the Bible says that this is not permissible." 

Similarly, with respect to her own health, Jesusa informs us that: 

Ni me vale la medicina. porque el chiste es no tomarla y sentir 
verdaderamente la purificacion que El me manda. 

[Medicine does nothing for me. the thing is not take it and truly feel 
the purification that He sends me.) 
(Poniatowska, 1994. p. 12) 

What is there that is most striking about Cassandra's statement? Like 

Jesusa. Cassandra encapsulates the meaning of suffering and purification 

under the guise that whatever happens, it is God's will, 

Yo digo que el que tenga una enfermedad. primero que doctores y 
eso, primero el Senor. Porque El nos hizo y conoce todo el cuerpo 
de nosotros. Y pues decirle, "Senor tu conoces mi cuerpo, confio en 
ti que me vas a curar." 

[I say that he who has an illness, before going to doctors and such, 
first is the Lord. Because He made us and knows our entire bodies. 
And well say, "Lord you know my body. I trust in you that you will 
heal me."] 
(Cassandra, Group Discussion, 3/20/97) 
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14. 4 Religion and Motherhood. These points raised are not 

incidental to the lives of the women, for they form the corpus of their 

existence within the religious institution. We continue on the topic of 

religion and sexuality. This time, having to do with reproduction, as the 

group discusses the Mexican custom, in various forms and over time, to 

bear numerous children, because they are in fact considered a "blessing." 

Sylvia's mother bore 9 children. A "blessing," though she had to 

work diligently to support all of them and never had time for herself. Yet. 

when Sylvia speaks about her mother, one can detect the tremendous 

admiration that she holds for this woman who educated all of her children 

and continues to serve as role model to them. But Sylvia, herself, has little 

interest in emulating her mother's reproductive life. Perhaps Sylvia's 

mother is one of the fortunate ones who had the stamina and resolution to 

undertake a large family. The truth be told, however, is that if we examine 

this phenomenon within our society, most women cannot undertake the 

stress. The Church, however, continues pushing for the role of females as 

mothers, even though it is a financial, physical and mental drain on the 

health of the individual, not to mention that of the family unit. A woman 

with children ceases to exist as an individual, she is obligated to act in 
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terms of sacrificing iierself in a most unproductive manner, to the duties of 

marriage, "for the children's saice." 

Gloria: Es lo que dice la mama de uno, vas a dejar a tu 
esposo, y tu piensas en ti, no en tus hijos. Y van a 
sufrir, Porque van a andar sin el papa. 

Hilda: Pero de todos modos van a sufrir. 
Gloria: Los hijos que ven a la madre golpeada, maltaratada. 

A1 papa de borrachales, de canijo por ahi. ^Los hijos 
no sufren? 

Las Senoras: jClaro! 
Hilda: Pero sufren mas y ademas se repiten los ciclos de 

violencia. 

[Gloria: That is what one's mother says, you are going to 
leave your husband, and you think of yourself, not in 
your children. And they are going to suffer. 
Because they will be without their father. 

Hilda: But they are going to suffer anyway. 
Gloria: Children that see their mother beaten, mistreated. 

The father as a drunkard, womanizing about. Those 
children do not suffer? 

Las Senoras: Of course! 
Hilda: But they suffer more and furthermore the cycles of 

violence are repeated. 
(Group Discussion, 5/17/97) 

The bottom-line is that all too often, women in situations of domestic 

violence, in response to their religious teachings, are moved to inaction. 

This reality is critical, for it points to the cyclical patterns, as suggested by 

the discussion, of female existence as daughter, wife, mother - a chain well 

ingrained in Mexican culture, that coupled with financial, emotional and 
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physical constraints, many of them religious, ensures the constant demise of 

the influence of females in our society. 

14.5 Religion and Legal Status. Additionally, many Mexican 

women, like Las Senoras, are struggling emotionally, physically and 

fmancially in this country because of a tenuous legal status. Interestingly, 

some of them have been participating in "new churches" that claim to have 

the means to circumvent the latest immigration laws. What these 

communities are being told is that, if they belong to the Church, then the 

pastors, priest or anciano (the elder), will help them to become legal in this 

country. Of course, all of this comes at a monetary cost to these families, 

of hundreds of dollars per person, as well as a commitment to become a 

practicing member of the particular church. It is interesting to see from 

afar, how this compassion cloaks money and faith. 

Describing one such encounter with one of the new churches, Carol 

explains, 

Es que primero te estan tirando un rollote, y tu mente ya esta 
preparada para que en cuanto pasen y te hagan asi. ya te caigas. Tu 
cooperas para eso. 

[It is that first they are giving you a big spiel, and your mind is 
already prepared so that as soon as they pass by you and do this [e.g., 
tap. blow, push], you fall. You cooperate for that.) 
(Carol, Group Discussion, 3/20/97) 
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Unfortunately, immigrant families, often clinging desperately to the 

dimmest hope for resolving their legal status, are the easiest of prey. And 

yet, even if. when shown in the most logical of terms that these are 

hopeless lies, they cannot hear. They do not want to listen. They persist in 

believing that perhaps God is going to help them in this venture. They 

have been hypnotized by these pastors or priests, and there is no easy way 

for them to abandon this hope. After all, they have also made a financial 

investment. Interestingly, this hope capitalizes on the weakness that 

religion has typically wielded greatest control over and perhaps why 

religion continues to intercede as it does. That is faith, faith in the power 

of Church and God. The proof is equally untouchable: if things do not go 

as planned, it is because of a lack of faith. Who. can argue (logically) with 

that? In discussions, the group is able to broach the subject matter. In 

reality, however, several continue to fall prey to this worn scheme. 

Carol: Es una clase de abuso. 
Cassandra: Sf y tambien hacen abuso. los que hipnotizan. Unos lo 

hacen por diversion y otros para aprovecharse. 
Hilda: Pero a veces la gente por ignorancia cree que esta gente le 

va a resolver un problema, los va a curar. y les hacen 
estas cosas y es abusivo. 

[Carol: It is a type of abuse. 
Cassandra: Yes and they also make abuses, the hypnotists. Some of 

them do it for amusement and others to take advantage. 
Hilda: But sometime people, out of naivete, believe that these 

people are going to resolve their problem, are going to 
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heal them, and they do these things to them, and it is 
abusive. 

(Group Discussion, 3/20/97) 

14.6 Summary. No matter where you go, be it Mexico, or this 

country, religion and power are interrelated, as insidious as that may be. 

Take for example the situation of Aurora, who shares how her son-in-law, 

in order to continue working in a gas station, needed to participate in the 

religious ceremonies of the gas station's owner. Not too long after, the 

entire family converted to their religion and now, even Aurora, who 

remains Catholic, suffers the effects of such changes as she explains the 

impact on the relationship with her daughter. 

Aurora: Yo tengo una hija que se cambio de religion. Y cuando me 
habla, yo le digo, "buenos di'as," y ella '"Amen." 
Ahora ya le digo Amen. 

Hilda: ^Como se cambio? 
Aurora: Cuando se caso. Y se caso por la iglesia catolica. Y el 

muchacho empezo a trabajar en una gasolinera, y los 
duenos eran de esa nueva religion. 

[Aurora: I have a daughter that changed religions. And when she 
speaks to me, 1 tell her, "Good Morning," and she. 
"Amen." 

Hilda: How did she change? 
Aurora: When she got married. And she got married in the 

Catholic church. And the groom started working at a gas 
station, and the owners were of that new religion. 

(Aurora, Class Discussion, 9/19/97) 

In our discussions, we are able to ponder such questions as: What is 

it that has attracted one to the different churches? We find that in many 
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cases, the allure is the aid that they promise, the support, the 

acknowledgment, the supposed voice that they allow us, all that as it is 

intermingled with the nebulous concept of faith. 

In the barrio where Carol has been living, children are enticed via 

gifts, games and invitations to participate in the religious education of 

many of these new churches which are much more active recruiters than 

the stalwart Catholic church, explaining perhaps the dwindling number of 

Spanish speaking Catholics. Carol expresses how impacted she was with the 

pastor: 

Pero influye mucho el pastor, el que tiene el poder. Porque hablan 
precioso. En la esquina hay un pastor y juntan a los ninos y les dan 
como catecismo, y a mi nino le fascina. Yo ya no volvf aunque si me 
gusto mucho. 

[But the pastor is very influential, the one who has the power. 
Because he speaks so beautifully. At the comer there is a pastor and 
they gather the children and they give them something like a 
catechism, my boy is fascinated. I did not go back even though I 
liked it very much.] 
(Carol, Group Discussion, 3/20/97). 

14.7 Conclusion. While we discuss our lives with respect to a 

variety of relationships. Las Senoras conclude that in reality, is not about a 

specific religion, but about any organized group in which power, the mind 

and money are involved. As the character in the novel discusses how she 
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has been influenced by her "religious group," we also talk about this 

influence. 

Cassandra: El poder cada quien lo agarra como quiere. 
Crystal: No, el poder te lo imponen. 
Sylvia: En cualquier religion tienen problemas. 
Crystal: En la iglesia a donde fui quieren dinero. Y los que son 

miembros tienen que dar una cantidad mas grande. 

[Cassandra: The power, everyone gets it as they wish. 
Crystal: No, the power is imposed. 
Sylvia: In any religion there are problems. 
Crystal At the church I went to they wanted money. And those 

that are members have to give a greater amount. 1 
(Group Discussion, 3/20/97) 

We conclude that there are powers that can always be utilized to 

someone's benefit. We also recognize that what is "received" rarely comes 

out of the goodwill of people. There is generally an ulterior motive 

lurking, as Cassandra explains in the "goodwill" of her doctor to treat her 

cancer of the uterus, though she had no money nor insurance. 

Cassandra: 

Hilda: 
Casscindra: 

[Cassandra: 

Lo que pasa es que la doctora de ahi, supo de mi caso 
y ella me queria hacer la operacion. Me agarraron de 
conejillo de indias y por eso me mandaron a un lugar 
de cache. Asi me estudian a mi y luego practican con 
las ricas y no las agarran a ellas de conejillos. 

te gusto que te agarraran de conejillo de indias? 
Pues no me gusto pero de perdida me beneficie. Y no 
me salio nada, porque de otra forma no hubiera 
podido pagar. 

What happened was that the doctor there knew about 
my case and she wanted to perform the operation on 
me. They took me as a guinea pig and that is why 
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they sent me to a ritzy place. That way they study me 
and later practice with the rich ones (women) and 
don't use them like guineas. 

Hilda: And did you like being taken as a guinea pig? 
Cassandra: Well, no, I didn't like it but I benefited (from it) in 

the long run. And it did not cost me anything, had it 
been any other way I would not have been able to 
pay.] 

(Cassandra, 5/27/97) 

Jesusa's character also concludes that certain things can be utilized for good 

or evil purposes. Perhaps Cassandra's experience is similar when she finds 

herself at the mercy of a doctor who wants to perform an experimental 

procedure. 

Religion has been part of our lives since birth. It has been taught to 

us within our families, sometimes our schools and, of course, our churches. 

During the course of interviews, each of Las Senoras has expressed, 

through personal conversations, apart from discourse on religion, her own 

sense of spirituality. This spirituality, however, has gone far beyond the 

religious. As women who have lived many experiences, ranging from 

abuse, loneliness, loss through death, repression, depression, poverty, drug 

abuse, to name but a few, they all share examples which abound with a 

certain grace, a spirituality manifested by a desire to share their lives with 

others. To one another, they and I, serve as examples of Mexican women 

who are survivors, role models, highly literate mothers, and more. This is 
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a spirituality borne out of respect for one another, as together we launch 

on explorations of our personal histories as women. 

' That we broach this subject matter in discussions is significant in and of itself. You see, 
to not challenge or question any religious practice is one of the first lessons learned if one is 
a "Good" practitioner. Thus, in discussions on the subject, we proceed as if walking on 
eggshells, for fear that we may be breaking taboos that will forever cast us on the road to 
perdition. To the Believer, at an emotional level, these harsh repurcussions are genuinely 
possible. However, we find that to a certain degree, at an intellectual level, though with a 
great deal of caution and trepidation, we can enter into these discussions without betraying 
our faiths, without committing sacrilege. 

" The significance of it being one's cross to bear is quite important to the Believer. For, 
life on earth is considered penitence, therefore, if one has been handed such burdens, there 
is greater assurance of compensation in the afterlife. 
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PART VI 

LITERARY DISCOURSE AND FOLK KNOWLEDGE 
IN EL CLUB DE LITERATURA 

The Chapters that follow are about the activities of El Club de 

Literatura, of the literary discourses that take place amongst Las Senoras 

and the folk knowledge and other forms of knowledge that they bring to 

the table. These Senoras are parents that are bringing to the home the 

experiences of their reading, research and other skills practiced during the 

day in El Club de Literatura. Though what takes place in El Club de 

Literatura is significant, I point out to the reader, that what they bring 

away with them in transformed in the home, where they are creating a 

curriculum; a "pedagogy of the home." forming other ways of interacting 

with literacy and the environment in concert with their children. The 

chapters that follow focus on their discussions in El Club, as well as the 

ways in which they bring their knowledge to the reading of the text. 
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CHAPTER 15 

READING AS AN ACT OF UNDERSTANDING 

En las noches junto al fogon mi raarido se sentaba a leer. Me lei'a dos 
capitulos de la novela de Nostradamus. Luego la Catalina de 
Medicis, Las Mil y una Noches, El Gran Prevoste y Luisa de 
Motmorense. Tambien me leyo otra de La Hija del Cardenal. Esa 
novela me la aprendi toda de memoria. Mi marido sabia leer muy 
bonito, explicaba todo muy bien. Uno le tomaba sentido. Luego me 
preguntaba; 

- Habla, ^Que entendiste? 
- Pues entendi esto y esto... Pero la reina.... 
- jOh, contigo no se puede hablar! No. no es asi, no te fijaste 

bien. 
Y me lefa otra vez mas despacito. 

[In the evenings, next to the fire, my husband would sit down to 
read. He would read me two chapters from the novel Nostradamus. 
Later, Catherine of Medici, One Thousand and one Nishts. The 
Great Prevoste and Luisa of Montmorse. He would also read me 
another from the Daughter of the Cardinal. I learned that novel 
completely by memory. My husband knew how to read very nicely. 
He explained very well. One could get a sense of it. He would later 
ask me: 

- Speak, what did you understand? 
- Well, I understood this and this... but the queen.... 
- Oh, one cannot speak with you! No, it's not like that, you 

did not pay attention well. 
And he would read to me again, more slowly.} 
(Poniatowska, 1994, pp. 114-115) 

And only by reading slowly can one understand the nature of the 

tragedy that Jesusa was living. A woman who had to rely on her husband 

to open for her the world of reading. And though she was able to 
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comment on her understanding of the readings, he anticipated a much 

different response. Throughout the world, many such non-readers suffer 

the same tragedy, of having to ask others or wait for others to disclose the 

secret world of reading to them. Though the novel, Hasta no Verte Jesus 

Mio is set in the 1920's, there are many today who rely on the resources of 

those with the power to read and write for their legal and personal needs. 

Poniatowska (1994) has created and presented to us Jesusa, a character that 

represents many women without the command of the written word, who 

are at the mercy of those who do read. Her husband, Pedro, is a military 

man who surprisingly loves reading and shares his gifts with her. 

aunque durante el dia se le fuera el tiempo guaseando con la soldada, 
y ya en las ciudades volvi'a a las andadas. Llevaba varios libros, los 
empacaba el asistente Zeferino en un cajon y en la sierra de San 
Antonio Arenas Pedro los saco y se pom'a a leer todas las noches. 
;Quien sabe quien le enseno a leer! ;Quien sabe! 

[even though his time during the day was spent fooling around with 
the [female] soldier, and once in the cities he returned to the 
marches. He carried several books, Zeferino, the assistant would 
pack them in his drawer and at the sierra of San Antonio Arenas. 
Pedro took them out and he would set to reading every night. Who 
knows who taught him to read! Who knows!] 
(Poniatowska, 1994, p. 115) 

In Lives On the Boundary (1989) Rose offers an account of his own 

life as an ethnic minority growing up in Los Angeles California. With 

respect to his book, he describes it as. 
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a hopeful book about those who fail. Lives on the Boundary concerns 
language, and human connection, literacy and culture, and it focuses 
on those who have trouble reading and writing in the schools and the 
workplace, (p. xl) 

As a youngster. Rose had the opportunity to encounter teachers who made 

a significant impact on him. Teachers who invited him into the literacy 

club (i.e., Frank Smith's concept of a literacy club). His early experiences 

as a reader and writer helped him to become a teacher of others who have 

for one reason or another been disengaged from the club. The relevance 

of his work to this dissertation is that as it has been for Las Senoras and 

novel characters like Jesusa, literature has been the door to the world of 

reading and meaningful engagement. Explains Rose. 

We wrote three or four essays a month. We read a book every two 
to three weeks, starting with the Iliad and ending up with 
Hemmingway. We learned about Greek philosophy, about Dante, the 
Elizabethan world view, the Age of Reason, existentialism. Cp. 33). 

In Rose's experience it was the opportunity given to him by a group 

of teachers that initiated him into the world of consciousness. In El Club 

de Literatura, the reading undertaken by Las Senoras has also been the 

door from which we have each been able to explore our own lives and the 

experiences of others. El Club de Literatura is a place where the levels of 

reading are not important, but where what is significant is creating the 
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conditions in which everybody feeis free to explore and discover potentials. 

Similarly, in what follows. Rose describes his own journey in the process: 

Jack MacFarland, Frank Carothers and the others [teachers] created 
the conditions for me to use my mind to engage the world. What I 
wanted so strongly now was a program that would further develop 
my intellectual tools and equip me to...teach?...to use books to 
change the lives of others? (p. 67) 

15.1 Playing with Literacy. Las Seiioras have collectively had a 

myriad of experiences with literacy. Some have been positive, for 

example, as in Patricia's case, whose older sister loved to read chapter 

books and how there was nothing that could move her to leave the reading 

for other things. In Aurora's case, she recounts her experiences reading 

"Reader" s Digest Selections," comic books, and books her mother obtained 

for her. Also, because of her father's job, in the mid 1800's, as a stage 

coach driver, Aurora's life was full of stories and interesting experiences 

that he shared based on his excursions. 

Hasta No Verte Jesus Mio has also reminded us of the stories we read 

when we were young. For example, in a discussion following our reading 

of Chapter 1, we engaged in the following discussion. 

Hilda; ^Quien dijiste que era Kaliman? ^Quien es Kaliman? 
Crystal: Pos asi de guapo como lo describe aqui. Blanco, ojos 

verdes, con el turbante y la pestana china, aja.... 
Hilda: ^No se acuerda de los cuentos de Mexico?...pero <^que 

eran? ^eran libros o eran cuentos, cuentos? 
Carol: Saltan cada semana como Lagrimas v Risas. 
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Patricia: Era un personaje de novela. 
Hilda: (j,Ustedes leian cuando eran chicas? 
Crystal; Aja...y tambien lo oiamos en la radio. 

[Hilda: Who did you say Kaliman was? Who was Kaliraan? 
Crystal: Well handsome like they describe him here. Fair skinned, 

green eyes, with a turban and curly lashes, aha... 
Hilda: Do you remember the stories in Mexico?...but, what were 

they? were they books or stories, stories? 
Carol: They came out every week like Lagrimas v Risas [Tears 

and Laughter! 
Patricia: He was a personality from a novel. 
Hilda: Did you read them when you were young? 
Crystal: Aha...and we also listened to it on the radio. 
(Group Discussion, 1/14/97) 

During the early 1950's, in Mexico as in many other Latin American 

countries, comic books were very popular. The best selling comic books 

such as: Lagrimas. Risas v Amor [Tears. Laughter and Lovel. and later on 

in the 1960s Kaliman. a super hero comic book which still continues to be 

Mexico's most popular comic book (see Tatum, 1981, for a discussion on 

of comic books, etc., as "paraliterature"). 

I myself recall reading the same popular literature as Las Senoras, 

and conclude how much learning of language and story took place during 

those independent readings. However, in El Club de Literatura there are 

those others who were not exposed to reading at an earlier age. In what 

follows I will highlight the case of Priscila and Yahaira and their literary 

discussions of the text of Hasta no Verte Jesus Mfo. 
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15.2 Priscila. During our ESL classes, as a teacher, I have noticed 

that one of Las Senoras, Priscila, always seemed to struggle more than the 

others to follow the lessons, especially when it implied writing or reading. 

I began to wonder if she needed extra time, perhaps required glasses, 

maybe tutoring, or just did not get it. This had been a growing 

preoccupation for me, because 1 was interested in locating the appropriate 

resources to support Priscila's efforts. 

When the character in the novel, Jesusa. described her own 

frustrations with reading, the class had a chance to discuss their respective 

stories with reading and writing. It was during this time that Priscila. in 

tears, shared her story. Her mother had died when she was very young, 

and she was frequently pulled out of school when her father needed to go 

work in a different town. Her education in these rural towns was 

characterized by one disruption after another. Priscila added that it was 

her family who eventually helped her to catch-up with her lost years of 

schooling. Priscila, however, never finished her elementary education, her 

schooling went as far as third grade, and from then on, she had to learn on 

her own. "Basically," before, she says, "I learned about the house and 

about life by living with my sisters and my father." Today, however, she 

has a different motivation, Priscila is married and has a young daughter in 



232 

kindergarten. She feels that in order to help her child, she needs to better 

her own abilities. 

Witiiin EI Club de Literatura we wondered how much she had 

struggled by never revealing her secret. Reading and writing in our class 

was a must, and she never said she could not do it. One might wonder, as I 

have, why had we never realized Priscila's situation? Very likely because 

Priscila did everything in the class just like the others, perhaps a bit more 

slowly, but she never said 'I cannot do it!' The class allowed for every one 

to participate in different forms, there were those that read aloud and those 

that preferred to discuss the readings after listening to the story. The 

choice was individual. 

In Priscila's case, she followed the oral readings closely and 

expressed her opinions, gave examples, and asked questions. In this 

manner, she was able to understand the complexities of the readings. 

Through the discussions of Hasta no Verte Jesus Mfo. Priscila began to 

make connections between herself and Jesusa. Most notably that Jesusa, 

who for other circumstances, had also never had a chance to leam how to 

read. 

Pero mi papa dijo que a la escuela de gobiemo no iba aunque me 
ensen^an mejor que las monjas, porque el no era protestante. i,Que 
tenia que ver el protestantismo con que me ensenaran a leer?...Hasta 
la fecha no se lo que seran esos argiiendes que nomas atarantan, pero 
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por culpa del maldito protestantismo no me mandaron a la escuela 
sino con las monjas que no me ensenaron nunca a escribir ni a leer. 
Nomas a rezar...Lo que yo queria era que me ensenaran a leer pero 
no se preocuparon. Ahora Ya ^para que? 
[But my father said that to the government school I would not go 
even if they taught me better than the nuns, because he was not a 
Protestant. What did Protestantism have to do with teaching me how 
to read?...Up to this date I do not know what those reasonings are 
that only m^e me dizzy, but because of the damn Protestantism I 
was not sent to the school but instead to the nuns who never taught 
me to write or read. Only to pray...What I wanted was to be taught 
to read but they didn't attend to that. Now what for?] 
(Poniatowska, 1994, p. 52) 

15.3 Yahaira. The oral reading of Hasta no Verte Jesus Mfo was an 

open invitation for any of Las Senoras to participate. Because of their 

individual histories of experiences with reading, we sometimes had 

situations in which anxiety about reading was expressed. 

Hilda: Cassandra, ^quieres leer? 
Cassandra: No. 
Hilda: ^Quien quiere seguir leyendo? <^DuIce? ^Carol? La 

Carol lee bien, ^verdad? o ^quieres leer tu Yahaira? 
Yahaira: |Yo no se leer! 
Hilda: Si sabes Yahaira. andale. 

[Hilda: Cassandra, do you want to read? 
Cassandra: No. 
Hilda: Who wants to continue reading? Dulce? Carol? Carol 

reads well, right? or do you want to read Yahaira? 
Yahaira: I do not know how to read! 
Hilda: Yes you do Yahaira, go on. 
(Group Discussion, 1/16/97) 
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For Las Senoras, knowing how to read was often related with the ability of 

sounding out the words correctly. Many of Las Senoras recall the 

embarrassment they suffered when young. While living in Mexico, even in 

small towns, whenever teachers asked them to read aloud, and if they did 

not know the words, they were called 'burros' (donkeys). They were made 

fun of in front of the class and, consequently, nobody wanted to read 

because they were led to believe that reading was for pronunciation not for 

comprehension. 

During her interview. Yahaira related her fear of school and how 

many times she would not go to school and instead preferred to work in the 

fields with her father. She began to work in the fields from the age of 

eight. Her vacations were spent harvesting and planting. She recalls all 

her learning experiences working in the fields. Without doubt, Yahaira is a 

walking encyclopedia of knowledge when it comes to plants, soil, seasons, 

folk medicine, seeds, and the organization of communal fields. 

Viendo se aprende. Me gustaba mucho y aprendf mucho, por ejemplo 
de como deshaijar el tomate. Era importante conocer cuando era 
tiempo de cortarlo y exportarlo a los Estados Unidos. Uno le 
buscaba que la estrella ya estuviera blanca. 
[You learn by watching. I really liked it and I learned a lot, for 
example, how to remove weeds from the tomato. It was important 
to know when it was time to cut it and export it to the United States. 
You had to make sure that the star was already white.) 
(Yahaira. Interview, 6/3/97) 
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Though Yahaira may say she does not know how to read, she does. 

Additionally, her life experiences support her understanding of the stories. 

Many times, she describes how exciting it is for her to learn Spanish 

words, words that were never taught to her. For Yahaira. El club de 

Literatura has been an opportunity to learn vocabulary, punctuation, and 

other things, which again she never learned in school, as she explains. 

En la clase hay mas motivacion. Me llama mas la atencion. Aprendo 
ingles y espanol, palabras que no sabia ni pronunciar ahora ya se: 
ahora se escribirlas porque yo no se escribir bien. Con la ayuda de 
usted y del grupo se me ha ido quitando el trauma de no saber leer. 

[In the class there is more motivation. It catches my attention. I learn 
English and Spanish, words that I did not know how to pronounce I 
now know, now I know how to write them, because 1 do not know 
how to write well. With your (Hilda) and the group's help; I have 
begun to lose the trauma of not knowing how to read.l 
(Yahaira, Interview. 6/3/97) 

It is important to point out that none of these school subjects: 

punctuation, spelling or grammar are explicitly focused on as the intention 

of the readings. More importantly, Yahaira and Las Senoras know the 

characters and the plot, and relate them to their daily lives. The more 

mundane aspects of language use are learned in the process of their 

involvement with the text. Like Jesusa, Yahaira expresses her pursuit of 

knowledge and feels she benefits from this opportunity to learn. Sharing 

the failure of previous educational experiences, Jesusa, recounts. 
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Un dia Ilegaron unas mujeres que segiin ellas eran maestras de la 
Secretaria de Educacion y unos muchachos que tambien eran profes. 
Apuntaron a muchas afanadoras y en la bola. entre yo. Nos 
enlistaron a todas por pareja para damos clase. Yo espere que nos 
ensenaran letras o numeros o algo, pero solo nos empezaron a 
preguntar que <j,cuantos arboles tenia la Alameda? y ^como se 
llamaban los pellejos que los patos tienen entre las patas? puras 
jaladas y nada de lectura...No, yo no le hago a ese jueguito. Lo que a 
mi me interesa es que me enseiien las letras y la numeracion. 

[One day some women arrived saying that they were teachers from 
the Secretary of Education and some young men that were also 
professors. They inscribed many workers and in the bunch, was I. 
They assigned us all by pairs to give us classes. I waited for them to 
teach us letters or numbers or something, but they only began to ask 
how many trees are in the grove? and what is the skin called that 
ducks have between their feet? a bunch of nonsense, and nothing on 
reading... No, I was not going to play this little game. What interests 
me is to be taught the letters and numbers. 1 
(Poniatowska, 1994, p. 202) 

Yahaira acknowledges that now as an adult, she needs to learn what 

she was not taught or motivated to learn. When she was young, it was her 

choice either to go to school or to enjoy working in the fields. Now that 

she is the mother of two young children, she wants to continue her formal 

education and one day go back to school. 

15.4 Summary: Literacy for Social Action. The reading experiences 

of Mike Rose, Pedro, Jesusa's husband in the novel and Las Senoras (e.g., 

Priscila, Yahaira, Patricia, Aurora) all share in common the ability to 

recreate the characters and stories that a writer has envisioned. As Freire 
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(1987) had previously suggested, the act of reading requires a creative 

action on the part of one member of the reading process. 

Reading the world always precedes reading the word, and reading 
the word implies continually reading the world. As I suggested 
earlier, this movement from the word to the world is always present; 
even the spoken word flows from our reading of the world. In a 
way, however, we can go further and say that reading the word is 
not preceded merely by reading the world, but by a certain form of 
writing it or rewriting it, that is, of transforming it by means of 
conscious, practical work. For me, this dynamic movement is 
central to the literacy process. (Freire & Macedo 1987. p. 35) 

15.5 Conclusion. If we follow Freire's conception of the act of 

reading, Priscila is a good example of a highly literate person. This is a 

woman who has learned to cope with everyday needs, utilizing the 

resources available to her. Instead of lamenting her situation, she performs 

as best as she can in order to continue her participation and learning in the 

literature group. In a Vygotskian sense, for Las Senoras in El Club de 

Literatura, literacy is more about finding a language to express ourselves. 

of utilizing it as a tool to expand our uses of literacy with the ultimate goal 

of understanding, of awakening consciousness as it were, to discuss 

interests and concerns (see also Cuban & Hayes 1996; Fingeret & Jurmo. 

1989; Pedersen, 1988). As a teacher I can express how pleased I was to 

know that the conditions found within El Club had served to propel 

Priscila to such heights that she felt she could share her need to better her 
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reading skills. In discussing literacy, Ballara (1991) has similariy 

concluded that for women, such 

Literacy programmes are an important social experience which also 
provide support for dealing with their personal concerns. They help 
to break the isolation deriving from their home environment or 
employment. Relations developed in such groups support women in 
learning how to ask for help when needed. In the long run, 
participating women gain more self-confidence and self-esteem, 
(p. 3) 

During the discussions within El Club, the topics we have touched 

upon have been as complex as Las Serioras. Following a long tradition 

(e.g.. Mexican, Natives from the Americas, and Spanish) of oral history, 

we have fluctuated between the reading of Poniatowska's novel to sharing 

our understanding of Mexican history. All the experiences, the social 

capital which together we bring have been utilized and have served as 

invaluable resources. 

Mary: En la historia de Mexico si venia. 
Hilda: vem'a? 
Mary: La historia de el (Benito Juarez) que estaba en contra de 

la iglesia. 
Hilda: Pero no sabiamos por que. Aqui nos dicen que el vivio 

con un sacerdote. Lo traia de monaguillo. 
Crystal: Y como era indio, lo crei'an bruto. Entonces hacfan sus 

desmadres delante de el, pensando que el indio era menso 
y nunca iba a decir nada. 

Aurora: Benito Juarez es tan grande, yo creo que fue el unico 
presidente que no robo nada. 

Carol: Obregon tampoco. 
Mary: Todos los que quieren ayudar al pueblo los matan. 
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Yahaira: Es que no les conviene. ̂ Que no ves que todos estan 
agarrando? 

[Mary: In was in the history of Mexico. 
Hilda; What was? 
Mary: His [Benito Juarez 1 story, that he was opposed to the 

Church. 
Hilda: But we did not know why. Here they tell us that he lived 

with a priest. He brought him along as an altar boy. 
Crystal: And since he was an Indian, they thought him a brute. 

That is when they did their messing about in front of him, 
thinking that the Indian was a dimwit and would never say 
anything. 

Aurora: Benito Juarez was so great, I believe that he was the only 
president that did not rob 

Carol: Neither did Obregon. 
Mary: All those that want to help the populace are killed. 
Yahaira: It is that they do not suit them. Can you not see that they 

are all taking [something]? 
(Group Discussion, 4/30/97) 

Las Senoras are the "subjects" rather than "objects'' of inquiry in El 

Club (Freire & Macedo. 1987). It has been through this collaboration that 

the curriculum has been created. Through our discussions, we are able to 

question the world in which we are living as well as the traditions that have 

been imposed upon us. Las Senoras ask, for example. How is it that for 

them it is so interesting to read in class, while their children are having 

problems with motivation for reading? My response has been that the 

selections we read and analyze are relevant to our lives and that it is when 

we discuss them, that we make the reading an object to be understood. 
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With the knowledge that they all have about life and with the questions 

about philosophy, literature, language, and religion that I pose to them, we 

are all able to see the reading in a different light. 
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CHAPTER 16 

FOLK MEDICINAL KNOWLEDGE 

Mientras oi'a me puse a pensar que si me avisan, Refugio no se muere 
porque yo le huviera hervido un cocimiento para que se le 
desbaratara el coagulo de sangre y que se habria compuesto. La hoja 
de aguacate con otate y la espiga de maiz son muy buenas para los 
golpes y disuelven los cuajarones de sangre que uno tiene atorados. 
Es como si tomaran la arnica. Duele a la hora en que se desbaratan 
pero luego se alivia uno. Ya bajo la tierra quien lo iba a resucitar?? 
Tenia doce anos cuando muri6...1e dije 

-Ay seiiora , pues usted tuvo la culpa de que el se muriera 
porque no le hizo ninguna lucha. Se le cuajo el tumor adentro 
y luego con la fiebre tan fuerte, pues no iba a durar. 
-Pues ya era la voluntad de Dios... 

Dios mediante, yo la hubiera mandado mucho con Dios pero alli 
estaba ella con los brazos cruzados, aplastada en su silla. 

[While I listened, I began to think that if they had called me in time, 
Refugio would not have died because I would have made him a hot 
tea for dispersing the blood clot and like that he would have been 
saved. The avocado leaf with otate and com...are very good for 
injuries and they help to dissolve the clotted blood that one might 
have lodged. It is as if they drank arnica. It hurts when they are 
dissolving, but after that the patient is fine. Now underground who 
was going to revive him? He was only 12 years old when he died...I 
said 

-Oh, lady, you are guilty for his death, you did not do 
anything to help him. The tumor coagulated inside of him and 
after that, with the fever so high, it was impossible for him to 
last. 
-Well, it was God's will... 

God permitting, I would have sent her well on her way to God, but 
there she was with her arms crossed, laid out on her chair.] 
(Poniatowska, 1994, p. 121) 
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The learning experiences that Las Senoras have given to the group 

are as diverse as the women themselves. Because folk medicine is such a 

part of our culture, it is normal or expected to have this knowledge and to 

share it when the occasion presents itself. 

Jose Escalera (1992) has described the history of "curanderismo" in 

the Mexican culture beginning with the arrival of the Spaniards to America 

in concert with Aztec beliefs about their Gods and plants. Escalera has 

described the numerous influences that modem curanderismo enjoys from 

that past. 

Books on medicinal plants (herbal, which were used in the 
instruction of monks were often printed for the clergy. Many of 
these books were brought to the new world by the conquistadors. 
(p.38) 

During the Thirteenth century, Amaldos de Villanova of Spain, 

based his writings on Hippocratic and Galen. He also wrote on the 

importance of prayers to specific saints for specific diseases, which is still 

common in the Catholic Church to this day. Following the conquest 

(Fifteenth Century), these ideas became intertwined with the beliefs of the 

indigenous people of Mexico and Latin America, such as the Mayans and 

the Aztecs. 
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Rafael Chabran (1996) describes how in the Latino communities in 

the United States, "the curanderismo has its roots in both Spain and Latin 

America. It is also closely tied to medical and health practices of Native 

Americans" (p .437). 

West (1988) has suggested that regardless of socioeconomic levels, 

people hold certain beliefs about the unexplainable. 

People of all degrees of economic, social, or educational 
development believe fervently in cause-and-effect relationships that 
outsiders - uninvolved with the truth or falseness of the matter -
would label as ignorant or even downright stupid. Yet there are 
many beliefs arising out of observation that, while they may not be 
easily confirmed by hard-nosed scientists, are nonetheless more often 
true than not...Folk remedies have found their place in cultural 
beliefs and practices simply because they work - or because they 
appear to work, which is perhaps as comforting as any other remedy 
might be. (p. 137) 

Hasta no Verte Jesus Mfo. portrays the life of a character who 

believes in the powers of curanderos. In Mexico as in the United States, 

the belief in the healing powers is so strong, that many people prefer to 

treat themselves first, with their own home remedies before visiting a 

doctor (see Kay, 1996, for a discussion on the folk medicinal practices in 

the Mexican West). Also, because of the socioeconomic constraints that 

many Latino families suffer in this country, curanderismo is an alternative 

to mainstream medicine, to which there is not always access. 
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Within El Club de Literatura, Las Senoras demonstrate a vast body 

of knowledge with respect folk medicine. As we discuss the literature 

readings, "remedies" or recipes are often shared, to heal a specific 

illnesses or problems. For example, Senora Segura, whose grandmother 

was a curandera in Yucatan, used to say "that babies should be delivered 

with the women standing up." Her grandmother taught her that this is the 

right way to have a healthy baby. Interestingly more innovative trends 

follow similar methods of child birth. 

On other occasions, when Jesusa shared specific information, a 

discussion on the matter would initiate and provide useful insight for all of 

Tomo el extasis y a traves de ella paso el Ser Curativo que me 
empezo a quitar los malos ambientes que habfa recogi'do. Me limpio 
toda con ramo, un ramo compuesto por siete hierbas: santamaria, 
aluzena, ruda, ambar, pirul, hinojo y clavo. Me fue limpiando 
despacito, despacito, barriendome de arriba a abajo y resoplando por 
la boca para que se salieran los humores. Despues me puso en el 
cerebro y en la frente locion de Siete Machos y me dijo que no me 
fuera a enfriar. Fueron veintidos di'as de limpias; primero, siete 
limpias de ramo, luego siete limpias de fuego y siete de nubes. Para 
las limpias de fuego se prende el ramo de pirul con alcohol. La 
ultima limpia fue de desalojo. A1 cabo de veintidos limpias ya pude 
andar. 

[She drank the ecstasies and through her a Medium began to remove 
all the bad influences that had collected. She cleansed me with a 
branch, a branch made of seven herbs: tagetes, aluzena, rue, ^bar, 
pirul, hinojo and clove. She went on cleansing me slowly, slowly, 
sweeping me from top to bottom and blowing through her mouth so 
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that all the humors would go out. After this, she put over my 
cerebrum and forehead lotion of "Siete Machos"' and she told me not 
to get cold. They were twenty two days of cleansings; seven 
cleansings with the branch, then seven cleansings of fire and seven of 
clouds. For the cleansing with fire a pirul branch is lit with alcohol. 
The last cleansing was for flushing the body. At the end of twenty-
two cleansings, I was able to walk.] (Poniatowska, 1994, p. 249) 

If one does not know about these types of medicinal practices, it 

might seem perhaps surprising or ridiculous to believe that someone would 

do something like this. However, for Las Senoras, who believe that 

curanderos are special people that are "guided by God," it is not a light 

topic or trivial matter. West (1988) has defined the difference between 

belief and superstition, as follows, 

•'belief and "superstition"' mean approximately the same thing - faith 
in something that cannot be proven in a scientific laboratory, 
something incapable of being confirmed logically. Yet the first term 
is a moderate one, often associated with religious faith, while, the 
second carries the sense of "what some other fool believes." 
Folklorist going out to collect beliefs have learned that the term 
"superstition"' has a negative connotation, while people on many 
cultural or educational levels admit to holding a variety of beliefs as 
natural consequences of faith, (p. 137) 

Such debates over folk knowledge versus other formal scientific 

discoveries often crop up in the strangest places. Currently, in Arizona, 

there is a heated discussion about the "E" word - evolution. There are 

citizens of this state, including a school superintendent and the secretary of 

education, that have moved to eradicate from the school curriculum the 
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idea of evolution and to continue with the biblical belief of creation. As we 

can see, even in the highest socioeconomic levels, the combination of 

science and God is a topic that even after Charles Darwin published "On 

the Origin of Species" 140 years ago, there are still those who maintain a 

much different reality (see Beal, 1998, for details on this current move in 

the State of Arizona). 

During discussions, the relationship between religion and medicine 

have often been a topic of conversation. For example, Cassandra has 

voiced strong feelings against this type of medicine. 

Pero como estaban diciendo en la biblia, que hay gente que cree que 
esta haciendo el bien. Porque curan, pero de todos modos a esa gente 
los mueven los espiritus inicuos, que si te quitan la mala suerte y 
todo. Pero esa gente no esta consciente del poder que tienen para 
curar. Pero esos los mueven los espiritus inicuos, no Dios...Las 
curaciones y los milagros ya no pasan por medio de la biblia. El 
demonio es quien lo esta haciendo para ganar a la gente. 

[As they were saying in the Bible, that there are people that believe 
that they are doing good. Because they heal, but anyway these 
people are moved by harmful spirits, that they take away bad luck 
and all. But these people are not conscious of the power that they 
have for healing. But they are moved by those harmful spirits, not 
by God...The healings and the miracles are not happening through 
the bible. It is Satan who is doing it to win people over.j 
(Cassandra, Group Discussion, 5/27/97) 

When Cassandra brings this statement to the table, it forces us to question 

the religious aspect of curanderismo. Once again, because following the 

conquest. Spanish and Aztec traditions were commingled, they offered a 
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new way of understanding life, one that persists to this day. Escaiero 

1992) has reminded us that. 

Since the healing comes from God, the curandero relies upon 
religious paraphernalia such as crosses and pictures of saints. The 
curandero's homes usually contain large quantities of these objects, 
as well as an altar...Religion is the central focus of the curandero. 
(p. 39) 

For Las Senoras. whose religious beliefs are diverse, it is an 

interesting point for discussion. Carol, for example, explains her own 

experience with some of the same healing lotions. 

Hilda; Yo no sabi'a que la Siete Machos era para curar. 
Carol: Es para brujen'a. Puede ser de la buena o de la mala. 
Crystal: Es la misma. El proposito es el que puede ser el malo o 

bueno. 
Carol: Pues fijate que una vez, alia en Hermosillo. mi esposo fue 

con una curandera, pues teniamos un taxi y lo acababa de 
comprar y fue para que le echaran la bendicion. Y esta 
senora dijo que comprara Siete Machos. 

Hilda: oUna curandera? 
Crystal: Por eso te digo que sirve para lo bueno y para lo malo. 

[Hilda I did not know that the Siete Machos [lotion| was for 
healing. 

Carol: It is for witchcraft. It could be of the good or of the bad. 
Crystal: It is the same. The purpose is that it could be good or bad. 
Carol: Well, I remember that once, in Hermosillo, my husband 

went with a curandera [folk healer], well we had a taxi that 
he had just bought and he went for the blessings. And this 
woman told him to buy the Siete Machos. 

Hilda: A curandera? 
Crystal: That is why I said that it is used for good or bad.] 
(Group Discussion. 5/27/97) 
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Beliefs about religion and folk remedies, however, change according 

to the needs. When Cassandra makes the comment, 

un cnicifljo aca, y un santito alia y ya dormia uno bien a gusto, 
porque estabas viendo el mono, que quien sabe quien lo hizo de yeso 

[a crucifix here, and a little saint there and one would sleep really 
well, because you were watching the figure, that who knows who 
made out of plaster] 
(Cassandra, Group Discussion, 5/27/97) 

we realize just how difficult it is to separate the two, when she had not long 

before dismissed the connection. 

Throughout the course of history, there have been various 

phenomena that seem to have had supernatural causes and supernatural 

solutions as well. The ancient cultures did not have the advancement and 

technology that we now possess and in order to explain the unknown, they 

solved their problems by searching for logical answers, rooted in their 

specific historical encounters. Carol, discussed the possibility that AIDS 

existed long ago and how differently it might have been understood by the 

people in Mexico. 

Carol: Es una enfermedad que siempre ha existido. No es algo 
que se haya inventado. Lo que pasa es que no sabian como 
se llamaba. Pero cuando no hay una explicacion logica. la 
gente dice eso. 

Mary: Son creencias de la gente, que como alia antes decfan. "se 
puso como loco, se le metio el diablo" y le estaba dando 
un ataque. 
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It is an illness that has always existed. It is not something 
that was invented. What happens is that before they did 
not ioiow what it was called. When they do not have a 
logical explanation, people say that. 
They are people's beliefs, you know how before they 
would say, "he went crazy, the devil got into him" and 
what happened was that the person was having a seizure.] 

(Group Discussion, 4/17/97) 

Hasta no Verte Jesus Mfo begins with the description of Jesusa's life. 

In her experience going everywhere with her father, she describes her 

fear during the war. In response, her father decided to give her a special 

water to drink to help her overcome the fear. 

Y eso que a mi me quitaron el miedo cuando comence a andar en la 
tropa con mi papa porque con mis alaridos los entregaba. Al 
principio, al oi'r los balazos me pom'a a gritar y los jefes se enojaban 
porque estabamos en la Imea de fuego, que es cuando cazan al 
enemigo. Por eso luego mi papa sin que yo lo viera echo la polvora 
en el agua: 

-Andale, hijita. tomate esta agiiita.. 

Como yo tomaba agua hasta de los charcos. no me supo feo. Hasta 
despues me dijeron que era agua de polvora para el valor. 

[And that is that they took away my fear when I began going with the 
troop with my father because with my screams I would give the 
troop away. At the beginning, when I heard the shooting I would 
begin to shout and the superiors would get angry because we were in 
the line of fire, which is when they capture the enemy. That is why 
my father, without me knowing it, added gun powder to the water: 

-Come on my daughter, drink this water.. 

Since I drank water from everywhere, It did not taste nasty. Later on 
they told me that the water had gun powder for courage.) 

[Carol: 

Mary: 
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(Poniatowska, 1994, p. 11) 

Knowing full well, the vast knowledge shared by Las Senoras, I 

asked if they had any recipes for their children: ^^Cuantas de ustedes les 

daban algo a los nifios cuando eran chiquitos para algo? [How many of 

you gave your children something when they were young, for 

something? 1- Here is a sample of the responses made. 

Patricia: 
Crystal: 

Hilda: 
Carol: 

Aurora: 

Agua con azucar para el susto. 
Yo cuando los banaba, se ponian bien acelerados, que no 
se quen'an dormir, entonces, cuando los banaba yo le 
echaba un chorrito de alcohol al agua y cuando los banaba 
les daba de tomar agiiita y cafan...se relajaban. Y les daba 
suefiito, y asi, porque yo tenia mucho que hacer, lavar y 
hacer otras cosas. 
hojas de lechuga al agua y tambien, ahi quedaban con esc. 
Una ramita de pirul debajo de la almohadita del nino, 
tambien dicen que eso les atrae el sueno. Eso yo nunca lo 
hice, porque dicen que el pirul es...Pero decian que era 
bueno. 
Le ponia a mi hija para el hipo, un hilito rojo en la frente. 

[Patricia: Water with sugar for fear. 
Crystal: I remember that when I bathed them they would get 

overly excited, they did not want to go to bed, then when 
I bathed them, I would put a little drop of alcohol in the 
water and then when I bathed them I gave them a little 
water and they fell...they were relaxed. They would get 
sleepy, and like that, because I had a lot to do, wash 
clothes and other chores. 

Hilda: lettuce leaves in the water and again they would go to 
sleep. 

Carol: A little branch of pirul under a child's pillow, they also 
say that this helps them to sleep. I have never tried this. 
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because they say that pirul is...[witchcraft] But they say 
that it is go^. 

Aurora: For the hiccups. I would place a small red thread on my 
daughter's forehead.] 

(Group Discussion, 1/14/97) 

All of these recipes have been used for generations in our families, 

perhaps some, like the use of alcohol in the bath, could be considered a 

way of initiating children in the use of alcohol. However, the belief is that 

a tiny bit of alcohol will not damage the child. Also, as the reader can 

observe, because women often find themselves alone, and need to do other 

things around the house, they necessarily rely on such remedies. It seems 

that relaxing the child and helping her or him sleep, also gives the mother 

a chance for finishing other chores around the house. 

In our culture, "polvora para el valor" [gun powder for courage] has 

been equally used as cumin for helping girls, especially, to be good 

helpers around the house. 

Tita: yo me acuerdo de que mi mama siempre decia que le daban 
cominos a las ninas, especialmente para que fueran 
trabajadoras. Cominos para que fueran acomedidas. Y me 
acuerdo que me decia; "ay, tantos cominos que te di, no te 
sirvio para nada." 

[Tita: I remember that my mother would always say that cumin 
was good for girls, especially for creating good workers. 
Cumin so that they would be helpful around the house. I 
remember her saying: "oh, with all the cumin that I gave 
you and for nothing."] 

(Group Discussion, 1/14/97) 



252 

Cassandra, then adds that "cumin is a hot spice"' ["el comino es una cosa 

caiiente. te hace de naturaleza ....uy caiiente."]. This explanation of a 

spice, provides a chance for discussing an issue with sexual overtones. 

Further, the reference to hot and cold remedies also heralds from early 

medicinal practices (see Kay, 1996). 

Crystal: Yo he oi'do eso. Nunca yo lo he hecho, pero mi cuiiada 
dice que no puede vivir sin...Ella dice que hace un brebaje 
de comino con clavo. pimienta y cebolla morada. 

Hilda-: apunten, apunten. 
Mary: Esta bien para las que estamos menopausicas. 
Aurora: ^es muy fuerte? 
Cassandra: Aurora ya quiere la receta. 
(Risas) 

[Crystal: I have heard that. I have never done it, but my sister-in-
law says that she cannot live without...She says that she 
makes a tea of cumin with clove, pepper and red onion. 

Hilda: Take note, take note. 
Mary: That's good for the ones that are menopausal. 
Aurora: Is it very strong? 
Cassandra: Aurora wants the recipe. 
(Laughter) .... I 
(Group Discussion, 1/14/97) 

Many of Las Senoras have memories of their childhood and how 

they were able to care for their skin, their hair, and later their children 

using herbal remedies. For example, when Jesusa describes how every 

week she had her hair done in a beauty shop. Las Senoras also share their 

own experiences. 
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Todas las que trabajabamos en Netzahualcoyotl temamos que ir una 
vez a la semana al salon de belleza para que nos hicieran el ondulado 
Marcel. Nos cobraron un peso cincuenta centavos y quedabamos 
peinadas para toda la semana. Era muy bonito peinado y no ha 
vuelto a haber otro igual. 

[Everyone of us who worked in the Netzahualcoyotl would have to 
visit the beauty shop once a week for our Marcel wave. They would 
charge us $ 1.50 and we would be set for the whole week. It was a 
beautiful hairstyle and it there has never been another like that.j 
(Poniatowska, 1994, p. 156) 

Las Senoras reveal the many health and beauty secrets of their families or 

their times: 

Carol: Con la baba del nopal, mi mama la ponia en el cabello 
para hacerlo duro. 

Yahaira: Con una mata de caracahua. Es un arbol que da unas 
bolitas blancas, uno cocia la rama y uno se lavaba el pelo 
y crece mucho con eso. Y alia tambien la usan para 
homear el pan . 

Crystal: Si se cae el pelo, utilizar lo siguiente: hervir agua y poner 
los rabanitos, luego con el agua se enjuaga el cabello 
despues del bano y con eso crece el pelo. 

Priscila: Y con papa tambien. el almidon que le sale a la papa. Yo 
a mi nina le enjuagaba dos o tres veces a la semana con el 
almidon y ahora tiene mucho pelo. 

Gloria: Para el pelo tomate con aceite 

[Carol: With the jelly from cactus, my mother would use it for 
the hair to make it stiff. 

Yahaira: With a caracahua plant. It is a tree that gives some white 
berries, one would boil the branch and could later wash 
the hair and it grows a lot with that. Over there they also 
use it for baking bread. 

Crystal: If you have a hair loss problem, you can use the 
following: boil water then add radishes, after you bathe 
rinse your hair after each shampoo, with this the hair 
grows again. 
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Priscila: Also with potatoes, the starch that comes out of them. 
With my daughter, I would use it twice a week and now 
she has lots of hair. 

Gloria: For the hair tomato with oil.] 
(Group Discussion, 1/14/97) 

16.1 Summary. Chabran (1996) has suggested that in Latino 

communities, Curanderismo serves various societal functions. For 

example, he adds that. 

They relieve individuals of responsibility for some illnesses and they 
create the belief that something can be done about mysterious and 
unexplained illness, (p. 1,708) 

During our interview, Tita explained to me that her husband had a 

problem with drug addiction a few years back. She confided that he had 

been married before and that in order to understand what was the source 

of his addiction, he visited a curandera [Chabran has described the 

Curandero as a male or female folk health practitioner or spiritualist 

healer 1. According to Tita, the Curandera explained to her husband that 

he was "daiiado," his first wife had cast a spell on him. I asked Tita if he 

stopped using drugs and she explained: 

Tita: La curandera le hizo un cigarro con cocaina y "hierbas". 
El fumo el cigarro y despues de ese tratamiento paro. La 
curandera le dijo que el iba a detestar a la ex-esposa, 
porque alia era quien le habi'a hecho el mal. 

Hilda: a poco si dejo la droga? 
Tita: El Martin cree en curanderismo y para el si trabaja. 
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[Tita: The folk healer made him a cigarette with cocaine and 
herbs. He smoked the cigarette and after this treatment he 
stopped. The folk healer told him that he was going to 
detest his ex-wife because it was she who had done him 
wrong. 

Hilda: And did he stop using drugs? 
Tita: Martin believes in curanderismo and for him this works.] 
(Tita. Interview, 6/3/97) 

In Hasta No Verte Jesus Mio, Jesusa's husband, Pedro was also the 

victim of a spell. Because he was well liked by other women, he suffered 

the consequences of his actions. 

Le dio como rabia y echo a correr por la calle y con el aire de la 
calle se le torcio la cabeza para atras. Esa mujer lo embrujo, lo 
volvio loco, le torcio el pescuezo...hasta que lo llevamos con un 
curandero que le hiciera una limpia con yerbas...Yo veia a mi 
marido igual, alli tirado como muerto, pero el curandero sudaba 
mucho; estaba arrodillado frente a Pedro escobeteandolo y reza y 
reza hasta que se le acabaron las oraciones. Se llevo la botella con el 
monito de mi marido y las yerbas del monte y cuando vino la tercera 
curacion mi marido estaba en su entero conocimiento. 

[He became rabid and began to run down the street and with the air 
in the street his neck got stiff and his head turned backwards. That 
woman bewitched him, she made him crazy, she twisted his 
neck...until we took him to a curandero who did a cleansing with 
herbs...I saw my husband the same, thrown there looking dead, but 
the curandero was sweating a lot; he was kneeling in front of Pedro, 
sweeping him and praying and praying until he ran out of prayers. 
He took the bottle with the doll he had made of my husband and the 
herbs from the hills and when the third cure came, my husband 
found himself with all his faculties.] (p. 106) 

West (1988) also explained the various works that can be done by the 

curandero 
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But mal puesto, which can be a very serious ailment, is imposed 
upon a person by someone having a willful intent to harm - i.e., 
deliberate hexing by a brujo or bruja (witch, male or female), (p. 
140) 

16.2 Conclusion. In another novel that we have read in El Club de 

Literatura ~ Angeles Mastreta's (1986) masterpiece, Arrancame la Vida, 

Las Sehoras had an opportunity to read about another female protagonist, 

Catalina. After having lived a long life with El General Ascencio. in 

which she discovered his crimes, his political lies, his hates and his marital 

betrayals, Catalina becomes aware of a special tea with relaxing 

characteristics. 

A no ser que yo quisiera, a no ser que yo hubiera pensado, a no ser 
que ahi me traia esas hojas de limon negro para mi dolor de cabeza y 
para otros dolores. El te de esas hojas daba fuerzas pero hacia 
costumbre, y habia que tenerle cuidado porque tornado todos los di'as 
curaba de momento pero a la larga mataba. Ella sabia de una sefiora 
en su pueblo que se murio nomas de tomario un mes seguido, aunque 
los doctores nunca creyeron que hubiera sido por eso. 

[Without it being my intent, without it being that 1 had thought about 
it, without it being that he brought me there those leaves of black 
lemon for my headache and other pains. The tea from these leaves 
provided strength but it was addictive, and you had to be careful 
because if taken everyday it would momentarily cure but in the 
longer run it would kill. She knew of a lady in her town who died 
from drinking it repeatedly for a month, the doctors never believed 
that it was because of that.I (p. 259) 

In our discussions about folk remedies. Las Serioras have shared 

some ideas on this issue. We have discussed how through the use of 
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science, doctors perform an autopsy to discover the cause of death. 

However, according to their beliefs, some teas are so "good" that no traces 

can be found. 

Hilda: Pero ^se acuerdan de la novela Arr^came la Vida. en 
donde habfa como quien dice brujeria? Que hay unas 
cosas que te pueden dar y ni con autopsia te pueden 
descubrir como moriste. 

Crystal: La vilis de la gallina. 
Cassandra: Ah si. la hiel, la que esta junto al higado. 
Yahaira: Dicen que a mi papa le hicieron brujena. que porque en 

sus tierras hay dinero. Y ya han buscado, pero dicen que 
no lo van a encontrar que porque a el le pertenece. Si el 
no lo quiso sacar. Y si lo llegan a encontrar se hace 
polvora. 

Hilda: Como una leyenda. <rEs en Sinaloa verdad? ^listed de 
donde es? 

Senora: DeMichoac^. Y aM hay mucha brujeria... 

[Hilda: But do you remember in Arrancame la Vida. the novel, 
where they discussed witchcraft? That there are some 
things that you can take and not even with an autopsy can 
they discover how you died. 

Crystal: Chicken bile. 
Cassandra: Oh, yes! that one which is beside the liver. 
Yahaira: They say my father was the object of withcraft. They say 

that it was because his land had money. They have tried to 
find it, but they say that no one can find it because it does 
not belong to them. If my father did not want to take it. 
And that if anybody finds it, it will turn to gun powder. 

Hilda: It is like a legend. It was in Sinaloa, right? Where are you 
from [to a new member 1. 

Senora: From Michoacan. And there is lots of witchcraft there... 1 
(Group Discussion, 3/4/97) 
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PART VII 

HNDINGS OF A PEDAGOGUE 

McLaughlin and Tiemey (1993) writing the introduction of their 

book. Naming Silenced Lives, Personal Narratives and the Process of 

Educational Change, offer some pearls of wisdom to the reader with 

regard to the process and product of their own work. 

Memory must be preserved not simply for some romantic future 
where people will be able to see how we lived in the late 20th 
Century, but rather, we collect life histories as a way to document 
how we live now so that we might change how we live now. (p. 4) 

The suggestion implied by McLaughlin and Tiemey is that the researcher is 

an integral part of the process and that reflection is a necessary element, as 

well. The work presented to this point in the dissertation is that of stories 

told, again, not for future readers, but for us to reflect, learn from and 

create change from. In Chapter 17 that follows I share my own story of 

transformation. The final chapter of this dissertation. Chapter 18, is 

dedicated to a discussion of the findings and implications of this work. 
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CHAPTER 17 

THE SILENCED YEARS; 

A NARRATIVE ACCOUNT ON BECOMING A WOMAN 

What I am about to share in this narrative, though deeply personal, 

addresses the source of my own commitment to a professional life as a 

humanist teacher, a pedagogue. Further it goes to answer questions that 

have been asked of me with respect to my work: 

Can anyone do this type of work? 

How do you prepare [other] teachers, others to do this type of work? 

I come about answering these questions following much deliberation 

within myself and through discussion with others. The response is not 

meant to be arrogant, but frank. Exhausted by the predominance of 

curriculum and pedagogies far removed from the lives of students and 

families, 1 feel compelled to respond that the nature and tenor of learning 

(which teaching is truly about), of engaging in the communion of learning 

and teaching in. for example, the sense that Freire shared, is about reading 

the world about oneself, of coming to understand the very essence of a 

totality of experiences. Therefore, if philosophically speaking, an 

individual is not grounded in what is the essence of the social nature of 
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experience in their own lives and the lives of others, the immediate 

response is a resounding, 'No,' for they cannot know the meaning of 

literacy, for example, nor what is the nature of teaching to learning or 

research, for that matter. 

In sum, that I "am" the work that I do, is not a coincidence, it is 

about finding myself as a woman and a professional, of finding my calling, 

as it were, to the larger purpose of being. It is about taking the steps 

beyond solely existing as a teacher or doing the job of a teacher, of 

revolutionizing such static notions to engaging oneself fully in the act of 

teaching. In sharing my personal narrative, I hope to accomplish two 

things: to share my own evolution as a woman and a professional, and to 

respond to a more relevant question: How am 1 different from Las 

Seiioras. the supposed pupils? As the reader will find in reading this 

narrative, the juxtaposition of these two reveals a harsh reality, that no 

matter the educational level or experiences, a woman cannot escape certain 

Impositions made upon her. 

This narrative is divided in two sections, the first has to do with 

self-affirmation in my native country, where I was seen as highly educated, 

where I lived with my countrymen, my family and 1 spoke my mother 

tongue. The other has to do with my life in the United States and my 
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experiences as an immigrant, suddenly without immediate family, speaidng 

a foreign language, and having little to no professional status. 

17.1 Native in the Homeland. Participation in El Club de Literatura 

with Las Seiioras, has given me the opportunity to understand my own life 

experiences. By reading along with them and listening to their personal 

stories I have also pressed myself to reflect back into my own childhood to 

understand who I am and what were those early experiences that have 

marked the course of my own life as an adult woman. 

1 recall my childhood as being very isolated because of the fact that I 

have four brothers, my barrio was comprised mostly of young boys like 

them and my girlfriends were always older than me. My mother, a 

traditional Mexican woman, worked exclusively as a mother and a 

housewife. I do not recall her being independent from my father, her 

family, the church, neighbors or traditions. Acknowledgment of her was 

always tied to others. 

My father's profession demanded that he always portray himself as 

strong and manly. This job involved working with military groups in our 

country. 1 recall that when I was a small child the officers would visit our 

home. They were always a cause for intellectual stimulation, because of 
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their stories and experiences. Since that early time, I can remember being 

extremely curious with regard to history and the adult way of life. 

However, much to my disappointment, during these visits, my father 

always asked me to leave the room and if I was allowed to remain there, it 

was under the condition that I "be quiet!" As I grew older, perhaps it was 

during the high school or college years, whenever I attempted to voice my 

opinion, my father would respond: "jTii no sabes nada. callate!" [You don't 

know anything, be quiet!]. Even when I insisted that I had read the news, a 

book or just had an opinion on the matter, my father would demand that I 

be quiet. I recall that many times he would often comment that women did 

not know anything. That being the case, 1 began to wonder, how did 1 end 

up going to the university? 

Just as it is in literature, ambivalence and the unknown always play a 

part in our lives. 1 also recall that when I was in middle school, my 

language arts teacher, who had high expectations of me as a student, invited 

me to read information about the ITESM (Instituto Tecnologico y de 

Estudios Superiores de Monterrey), a very prestigious private university. 

It is important to clarify that she also provided me with applications for 

scholarships and registration. I fully realize that without all of this 

information, I would never have known of the possibilities to attend a 
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school like the one where I ended up as a student and later served as a 

teacher. 

I asked my father if he would allow me to go, since that implied 

going to live in another city, far from, and out of the reach and protection 

of my father's home. To my bewilderment and my mother's surprise, he 

said "Yes!" Since then, my life began a series of changes. To begin, I 

began to lead an independent life, reading all that I was interested in, 

participating in theater, visiting new cities, and eventually "officially" 

leaving home to work in the center of the Mexican republic. I honestly 

believe that both of my parents, especially my mother lived vicariously 

through this character named Hilda. My parents are extremely intelligent 

people who never had the opportunity to go to school. They both had to 

begin working at an early age in order to help their families. My mother 

stayed home to help my grandmother with the housework and my father 

had to emigrate to the United States through the Bracero program (early 

50's) in order to help his own family. 

My mother and father only went as far as elementary school. 

However, I recall always seeing my father reading. My early memories of 

learning to read are those of my father teaching me how to read a Disney 

story. My mother, on the other hand, was always involved with the 
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Church and because of this there were always a Bible and other liturgical 

readings or songs to be found in our home. 

Certainly, religion was a big part of our informal education, like 

many of Las Senoras, it was religion that first gave me a sense and 

beginning understanding of destiny, sin, customs, and guilt. Naturally, it 

was also my mother's spirituality that helped me to leam to care for others 

and to always offer the best of me to those I worked with. 

Yet despite these many opportunities to excel, my life as a Mexican 

women is not very different from that of the lives of Las Senoras. The 

only thing that has truly been different, and that at this point has most 

influenced our life trajectories, have been the opportunities to be different, 

to challenge ways of being and to have the occasion to meet with other 

women that have inspired me further. These are the opportunities that 

have gone missing in their lives. 

17.2 Growing up with Books. In my home we did not have a 

dictionary or an encyclopedia until I was in 4th or 5th grade. The 

encyclopedia was located out of reach because my parents did not want us 

to "mishandle it." Interestingly, this anecdote is shared by others who 

share the book as object, overlooking that the greatest contribution of any 

book lies within its binding when the reader breathes life into its printed 
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word. Perhaps my love for reading was highly influenced by my 

neighbors (those older girlfriends) and friends, who through their 

enthusiasm for the more popular comic books', (Lagrimas. Risas v Amor 

[Tears, Laughter, and Love], Kaliman the most popular comic book in 

Mexico), weekly stories, opened for me another door to the world of 

reading. 

These weekly stories were forbidden in my home. My mother, a 

conservative Catholic, believed that this type of literature was not good for 

me and also that reading it would damage my eyes (the reason she worried 

about my eyes was from personal experience as a child, where she was 

unable to read because of poor eyesight and the lack of financial resources 

to purchase eye glasses at that time). As one can imagine, the forbidden 

comic books became even more appealing to me, because I wanted to locate 

the danger of this literature for myself. It was through these early 

readings that I began travels to Africa, China, India, Egypt, Mexico City 

and other exotic places. 

Formal schooling also influenced my reading habits, from the time 

that I was a young student, I experienced the opportunities to participate in 

poetry, theater and choral readings. Though my parents were otherwise 

very selective as to my readings, when in school, they did not question the 
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quality or content of them. While in elementary and middle school, I often 

participated in poetry contests as well as theater performances. My 

teachers and directors taught me, for example, about Russian literature, 

Greek tragedies, Mexican comedies, English comedies. While learning 

about these characters, as student-actors, we had the opportunity to 

understand and study the period in which the works were written and 

absorb the meaning behind these literary pieces. 

When in high school, and perhaps because of my ever-growing fear 

of mathematics, I went into the Humanities. In retrospect, it was the most 

important decision I made because I learned philosophy, literature and 

languages. Once again, these college teachers were very profound thinkers 

who influenced my readings, my investigations, in sum, my life. My love 

of drama continued beyond the classroom, becoming my hobby after 

school. I was further honored to be directed by such notables as Mr. 

Carlos Baena, a famous Mexican actor of his time: Lie. Amado Barrera; 

Lie. Juan C. Muniz. who taught me to understand the value and significance 

of both popular literature (fotonovelas) and "high" literature (the classics), 

as well as many other great teachers and colleagues. 

In the high school, we had a radio station in which 1 also participated 

as a radio broadcaster and it was here that I first read Freidrich Nietzche, 
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Asf Hablaba Saratrustra: Sor Juana Ines de la Cruz, La Respuesta a Sor 

Filotea: Jean Paul Sartre, El Existencialismo. among others. 

When I reached college in 1978, I decided to enter into the 

department of Philosophy and Language, with a major in Spanish 

literature. By this time, I had been living in Monterrey for nearly two 

years. On occasion, when I got to visit my parents in Laredo, my mother's 

curiosity prompted her to read some of my literature books. She later 

confessed to me that she was afraid of knowing what I was reading. On 

one occasion she read a few pages of Tiempo de Sllencio, which grittily 

describes the Spanish Civil War under Franco's rule. Even the pictures in 

the book cover were frightening to her. Of course, when we talked about 

it, she was very interested in the Spanish Civil War. My literature classes 

as well as my philosophy classes provided me with a grounding in what I 

now consider my humanistic background. 

Since young adulthood I have also worked with adults and children. 

It is necessary to say that my work with adults has always been what I 

called my mission. This work has always been at night and on a voluntary 

basis, for those who have wanted to learn how to read and write. When 

working for a private enterprise in Monterrey, I was privileged to work 

organizing educational and artistic activities for the families at CYDSA 
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(Celulosa y Derivados. S.A.)- CYDSA is one of the major and older 

entrepreneurial factories in Monterrey. Teaching and learning for me 

have always entailed a process of reciprocity for example, I have 

considered the children and the families that I have worked with, my peers 

and teachers. As part of this mission I have shared my own exuberance in 

working in sharing literature as something to be read for our 

understanding. 

In 1982 I went to work with the ITESM (Institute Tecnologico y de 

Estudios Superiores de Monterrey) in San Luis Potosi, I had the 

opportunity to work, after my school day, with the outreach program from 

ISSSTE (Institute de Salubridad y Seguridad Social de los Trabajadores del 

Estado). Once again, this experience enriched me as a teacher-learner, 

because though the conditions of the school were poor (lacking materials, 

and working under very poor lighting conditions), the students were 

motivated. 

Thus the experiences in my country while fostering my own 

intellectual development prepared me by way of service to teach and learn 

from those often marginalized in our homeland, ironically, while I also 

earned a living by teaching the more privileged classes. 
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17.3 Immigrant in a foreign land. In 1986 at the time of my initial 

encounter with mainstream United States culture. I was also a very recent 

immigrant into this country, having only visited on a few occasions and for 

very brief periods of time. This early period of transition would £iIso be 

my last year in Monterrey, where at the time I was a teacher at the ITESM 

(Instituto Tecnologico y de Estudios Superiores de Monterrey). In my 

academic life, I had been awarded a teaching assignment as well as a 

scholarship in the Spanish Literature Department at the University of 

Missouri, Columbia. I was 25 years of age and at a crossroads in my 

personal and professional life. I had the potential to pursue various 

possibilities. 

It was then that I married and in June of 1986 arrived in Tucson, 

Arizona. The family into which I married are Americans who believe that 

anybody arriving from Mexico would struggle. Their idea of Mexico was 

based on stereotypes of illegal immigrants, usually made known through 

the television news; those few who were doing drugs, or those who sought 

their professional help, because they were involved in immigration issues 

themselves. 

To their surprise, I broke with that image when I certified myself as 

a teacher in the United States in August of 1987. They were surprised to 
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realize that even though I had many things going against me, my education 

and my desire to succeed, helped me to quickly move on the continuum to 

become "somebody" in the United States. I quickly seized another 

opportunity to begin a Master's program. Despite the linguistic and 

cultural barriers, the energy and determination that I had cultivated in my 

homeland quickly took root in this country. What is of interest, 

particularly to me, is that I began the Masters program in the Spanish 

Department, but due to my rebellious attitude towards the rigid 

curriculum I was told that "either I act and talk the way they told me or 

else..." In order to continue my involvement with literature and the 

possibility of having a position as an undergraduate Spanish teacher, I was 

told that the new "student-teachers needed to play by the rules of the 

director of the program." No one was allowed to question the program, 

the curriculum or the system. During the early training in this program, I 

continued to ask questions, challenged some traditional views. The 

Administrators of the program, however, did not appreciate that form of 

participation. It was for this reason, that just before registration, I decided 

to explore the College of Education and through the suggestion of other 

Spanish teachers, I went to the Department of Reading where I was 
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welcomed by Dr. Arminda Fuentevilla, one of my early mentors in what 

would became my graduate studies. 

17.4 Summary. The following semester I had the opportunity to 

become familiar with the work of Dr. Luis Moll, who has since been my 

major advisor in the doctoral program. It has been during these years 

(1987-1997) that my earlier intellectual formation, my years of education 

in Mexico and Spain began to take on new meanings and understanding in 

the new country in which I was living. 

Am I then different from Las Sefioras? Yes and no. One might say 

yes, on one level, given the obvious differences in educational experiences. 

However, at a more profound level, no, I am not that different, for you 

see. there is the lived reality as an immigrant woman that I was unable to 

escape despite my years of academic formation. 

Just as they have, I too suffered the isolation, the loneliness of being 

in a "foreign" country, with a new family that did not understand our ways 

of living. During those years, I learned, the hard way, that for my in-law 

family, being a women implied being "ignorant, stupid, unable to speak 

out." It was strictly prohibited that I outshine the males in that family. 

Once again, I was asked to "either act and speak the way I am told or 

else...*' 
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The birth of ray two daughters, one in 1989, the other in 1991, were 

moments that helped me to accept my role as a mother and wife. However, 

I had, by then many opportunities to speak with other women, also 

immigrants, who had experienced similar lives. It was difficult to leam 

that silence and fear are the enemies in our lives as women. 

I was by then (1990) very fortunate to have completed the Masters 

Program in Education, which shed a different light in the eyes of those 

who believed that Mexicans could not succeed in this country. Suddenly, 1 

was an exception to the rule. In retrospect, however my graduate studies 

may have also created even more problems in my life because of the 

competition that ensued between my husband's family and me. 

This time period was full of other serious complications that I 

endured in silence, but later came to realize how they ran rampant in the 

lives of other women, like Las Senoras. During those difficult years, I had 

to struggle with the religious background that both my family and culture 

had ingrained in me, namely that divorce was out of the question. I was 

forced into a silence that forbade me to speak or question, that forced me 

to endure pain and suffering. 

However, after much deliberation and soul searching, my marriage 

ended in 1995. It was a difficult divorce in which I was left with little else 
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than my two children and mounting economic woes. My family in Mexico 

was very supportive, with the exception of one of my brothers who 

caringly told me that now "I was going to be a sinner" ~ an unmarried 

woman. I can honestly say divorce was a difficult decision because it 

challenged those ingrained beliefs and brought on the fear of my religious 

background and legal status. I soon became a naturalized citizen because I 

was fearful that my rights as a resident would be forfeited by pending 

changes in the law, as well as threats that others could take them away from 

me if they so wished. 

How else, then, am I like Las Senoras? 1 have also found myself as 

an immigrant, without family, scarce financial resources, and with two 

small children, I suddenly became a "single mother." I hope the reader can 

understand that for Mexican women, being a single mother is not 

acceptable. In the United States as in my homeland, being a single woman 

with young children has its difficulties." Perhaps my unwavering desire to 

succeed has helped me to continue studying and working, in proving myself 

to others that being a single mother and a professional although difficult, is 

possible. I have in the past, as I strive to in the present, worked for the 

benefit of my children and myself, never expecting favors to be done for 

me, and never using my life's situations or my family situation as an 
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excuse, the same can be said for Las Senoras ~ pity has no place in our 

lives. 

This self-determination is an outgrowth of my evolution as a woman. 

One that I find is indicative of what I see as the strength of the model of the 

"real" woman, a woman who can stand on her own and fall back on her 

own ingenuity and resources, as Rosario Castellanos has written, "otra 

manera de ser mujer" [another way of being a woman). 

Again, how else are the Las Senoras and I alike? In this 

collaboration that is El Club de Literatura, we have realized the importance 

of the need for camaraderie, that without friends it is all too easy to fall 

victim to the pain. Also, we have had to learn through various agencies 

how to protect ourselves, our children, our integrity as woman. When I 

discuss situations like ours, 1 am able to tell them that I know how it is to 

live with problems, without immediate family, without the support of 

friends. I give to them the same advice that a friend once gave me, "It is 

necessary to talk about our lives with other women in order for our lives 

to change." 

17.5 Conclusion. During those years of struggle, my family often 

asked me to return to Mexico, yet though life was very difficult here, I 

decided to remain in Tucson, to struggle and to help myself and my 
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children to be independent. It was interesting to see how when I was 

"single" again, my family wanted to treat me as before I had left home: to 

tell me what to do, how to dress and how to act. Suddenly all the 

accomplishments and strides of independence I had previously made were 

reduced to rubble when I no longer "belonged" to a husband. It was not 

until I told them to cease this patriarchal benevolence, to let me be in 

charge of my life, that they began to understand my perspective. 

Of course, these experiences have been difficult, but they have also 

helped me to mature and to appreciate my freedom and my independence. 

I now look at the Church in a different light, since I required a great deal 

of spiritual healing for myself and for understanding how it was that I had 

come to live those experiences. As things got better for me, people began 

to wonder how I had done it? My response has been that it was my 

spiritual life that helped me to survive those difficult times that my 

daughters and I had lived. 

In sum. No!, my life has not been very different from that of Las 

Senoras, but I have been fortunate to have opportunities to discuss my 

'secret life', "lo que no se cuenta" with other women, that has been 

liberating, the secret was a burden that weighed me down ~ an immigrant w O O 

woman in this country. I have experienced the difficulties of dealing with 
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issues of language, power, fear, and loneliness, that other women like 

myself, Mexican immigrants can and do experience. Perhaps it is because 

of this that I enjoy my work, because I do not wish for anyone else to go 

through situations that I have lived. But most importantly, I realize, I want 

my daughters to know that they must be strong, smart, and proud of being 

whomever they are through struggle and friendship if they are to succeed 

in the journey of becoming a woman. That their identities, just as Las 

Sefioras and mine, cannot be tied to men and patriarchal traditions that 

prevail in our cultures and societies. 

' common to Latin America: comic books and comic stnps. smgle-pancl cartoons, 
photonovelas.... and testimonial and documentary' literature. While several of these forms 
might not meet, in a strict sense, a traditional definition of paruliterature, they certainly can 
be "read" in the same manner as a literary text is read. (Tatum, 1981) 

" Mothers without husbands are cheap; they deserve less and if deserted, di% orced, or 
unmarried constitute a gray and dubious category of the undeserv ing poor. While 
widowhood occurs through a tragedy of fate, the choice to live and bear children without a 
spouse engenders state suspicion and historically has threatened the moral order, from the 
Puritan patriarchy of New England to the welfare state u ith its mothers who "take our 
hard-earned tax dollars" in the I990's. (Polakow, 1993) 
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CHAPTER 18 

HNDINGS AND IMPLICATIONS 

I began this study in an attempt to increase the understandings about 

the experiences of being a woman. I was especially interested in finding 

out about the lives of Mexican immigrants in relationship with their 

husbands, children and the larger society. Literature was the vehicle I 

utilized to promote literacy and at the same time, what facilitated a deeper 

analysis of our own lives. Throughout the study, my own role began to 

change because of the involvement with Las Seiioras, the protagonists of 

this dissenation, I also became one of Las Seiioras. 

The findings of this work hold implications for schools, colleges of 

education, and society as a whole. In what follows I outline and discuss the 

principle findings of this work. 

18.1 Literacy. Family and Society. Women are devalued here and in 

their homeland because of societal cultural practices, but also because of 

those practices ingrained in schools. For this reason, it is important that 

schools foster the conditions to improve women's lives, which will 

inevitably affect the lives of their families and the larger community. It is 

through experiences with literature and with objectifying the world to 
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understand one's reality, that we can locate and promote our potential. In 

this engagement, it is important to do away with the benchmarks of literacy 

(e.g., illiterate, how literate?) that serve no purpose but to maintain the 

notion of deficits so overused in educational contexts, limiting 

opportunities and closing off the world. 

18.2 Colleges of Education. In the area of teaching and teacher 

education, new paradigms must be studied in which future teachers, 

teacher-researchers and researchers, for example, can begin to question 

their own beliefs about families, community knowledge, philosophies of 

education, and humanism. They must leam to be pedagogues, to learn the 

meaning of learning and of teaching, not the mechanistic rituals they often 

mistake for teaching or conducting research. Further, this new paradigm 

must be infused with a humanistic background that understands the 

relationship of the Other and of Oneself in the world, as together they co-

create what is learning, what is teaching, what is knowledge. 

18.3 Context of Learning. If one wants to understand the dynamics 

of people's lives, it is first necessary to immerse oneself in the world of 

readings that informs of the human condition, as well as to engage in 

philosophical, historical and theological arguments in order to understand 

the essence of the work. As one understands these arguments, one can 
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later utilize them as tools for working with other human beings and human 

conditions, and for understanding one's own practice as a pedagogue. 

18.4 Networks of Support. It is important for society to invest in the 

development of women's social networks to support their emotional, 

physical and intellectual lives. These networks enhance the social, spiritual 

£ind intellectual essences of their being, as such, they also enrich family life 

and potential. Without these networks of support, which are very different 

than those often referred to in the exchange of favors and services, women 

are often isolated and denied opportunities to enhance their own personal 

development. These are the networks between women that propel them 

to new heights, where the limits are boundless! 

18.5 Conclusion: The Role of the Institutional Context. The role of 

the institutional context to El Club de Literatura is significant. Freire's 

(1993) description of cultural circles, very aptly summarizes what is at the 

heart of El Club de Literatura, as it subtely informs the background role 

that the institution of school, for example, should take. 

No es una escuela en el sentido tradicional, en que un profesor, casi 
siempre convencido de su saber, que el absolutiza, da clases a 
alumnos, pasivos y dociles, cuya ignorancia el tambien absolutiza. 
Un circulo de cultura es un dialogo vivo y creador, en el cual todos 
saben algo o ignoran algo y buscan, juntos, saber mas. 

[It is not a school in the traditional sense, in which the teacher, 
almost always is convinced of his knowledge, that he absolutizes. 
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gives classes to students, passive and docile, whose ignorance he also 
absolutizes. A cultural circle is a live and creative dialogue, in 
which everyone knows something or ignores something and they 
search, together, to know more.] 
(Sanchez. 1993, p. 47) 

The findings of the work of El Club de Literatura offer many implications 

to the teaching profession, many humble lessons to be learned; they also 

point to the need for colleges of education to change, seek out more 

humanistic paradigms: they also suggest that groups like Las Senoras in El 

Club de Literatura, now can voice an opinion about learning and teaching, 

an opinion that was previously unnamed and lost in their own restricted 

lifeworld; further, they imply a much more passive role for the institution 

of schooling, a role that promotes and validates women as leaders and 

teachers in their homes and communities. 
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APPENDIX A 

TITLE 

ARRANCAME LA VIDA 

ME LLAMO RIGOBERTA MENCHU 
Y ASI ME NACIO LA CONCIENCIA 

EL NARANJO 

DEL AMOR Y OTROS DEMONIOS 

COMO AGUA PARA CHOCOLATE 

BENDICEME ULTIMA 

LA CASA EN MANGO STREET 

LA CASA DE LOS ESPIRITUS 

AUTHOR 

Angeles Mastreta 

Elizabeth Burgos 

Carlos Fuentes 

Gabriel Garcia Marquez 

Laura Esquivel 

Rodolfo Anaya 

Sandra Cisneros 

Isabel Allende 
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APPENDIX 8.1 ABSTRACT OF PRESENTATION 

Room 353 From Funds of Ejiowledge to Self-Discoyery of Knowledge/ 
Desde los fondos del conocimiento hada el auto-descubrimiento 
del conocimiento 
(Presentation in Spanish) 

Speaker: Hilda G. Angiulo, Teacher/Family Liaison 
C.E. Rose Elementary School 
Mothers from C.E. Rose School 

Grades K-8 teachers and administrators. Tying together ideas 
from funds of knowledge research and critical pedagogy, a group 
of mothers from C.E, Rose Elementary School have been working 
with Hilda Angiulo in the self-discovery of their literacies. The 
presenters will share examples of this collaborative work: 
computer literacy, writing samples, and their experiences as 
readers of novels and short stories in Spanish. The presenters will 
share with the audience the type of changes that have come about 
as a result of engaging these literacy experieces. The mothers will 
share widi the audience how their experiences have impacted the 
learning experiences of their own children. They will also address 
the possibilities that exist in a school setting for cridcal literacies 
that go beyond "reading the word" by sharing their lived 
experiences of "reading the world." 

Uniendo las ideas de la investigacion en tomo a los fondos del 
conocimiento y de la pedagogia critica, un grupo de madres de la 
Escuela Elemental C.E. Rose ban estado trabajando con Hilda 
Angiulo en el auto-descubrimiento de su lectoescritura. Las 
presentadoras compatiran ejemplos del trabajo colaborativo que 
ban realizado: computacion, ejemplos de escritura, y sus 
experiencias como lectoras de novelas y cuentos en espanol. 
Compartirw ademas, los cambios que ban resultado como 
consecuencia de su participacion en estas experiencias de 
lectoescritura. Las madres participantes compartiran con la 
audiencia como sus experiencias ban impactado a sus hijos. 
Trataran ademas las posibilidades que existen dentro del contexto 
escolar para la lectoescrimra critica que va mas alia de la " lectura 
de la palabra", compartiendo sus experiencias en la "lectura del 
mundo." 
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APPENDIX 8.2: REVIEW BY TAWL PRESENTATION 

What follows is from the presentation, "Desde los fondos del conocimiento 
hacia el auto-descubrimiento del conocimiento" ("From Funds of Knowledge 
to Self-Discovery of Knowledge*) presented by Hilda Anglulo and a panel of 
women at the Children's Literature and Literacy Conference 

I was selling books at the Children's Literature and Literacy Conference in early March and 
Penelope Boyatt came out of a session with tears in her eyes. I asked her which session she'd 
just been in and she said it was the one where Hilda Angiuio facilitated the presentations of a 
group of mothers who were involved in a literature study group and English classes with her. 
These women all have children at C.E. Rose Elementary School and are involved in the school in 
different ways. 

When Hilda introduced the panel she said that each woman is a history, Cada mujer es una 
historia: cada una ha cambiado She spoke about the pride in feeling that, "...my stories are 
worth telling." Together with Hilda they formed a literature study group, beginning with Like 
Water for Chocolate in Spanish. 

Each woman on the panel seemed to have a strong sense of self-confidence aid pL-rpose. 
They told their stories of how they had changed from the beginning of their involvement in the 
program as you can hear through their voices--{approximate quotes) 

Soy muy orgullosa de mi (I am ve.7 proud of myseir^ 
El programa es importante porque ahora tengo mucha confianza y puedo seguir adeiante; 

puedo hablar en ingles. Vivo en un pais de oportunidades y necessito hablar ingles. (The program 
is important because I now have a lot of confidence and 1 am able to progress. 1 am now able to 
speak English. I live in a country' of opportunities and 1 need to speak English) 

Trato de ayudar a mis hijos. Leo con ellos. (1 am trying to help my children. 1 read with 
them) 

Voy a salon de clases y leo con mis hijos y con los otros estudiantes. (1 go to their classroom 
and I read to my children and other students.) 

Antes no tenia interes en la lectura. En el grupo, leimos Como Aoua oara Chocolate y 
platicamos acerca de la injusticia social. No solamente leo sino entiendo ahora. No tiene limites 
la lectura como una pelfcula y la tele. (Before I had no interest in reading. Then we read Like 
Water For Chocolate. We talked about social injustice and other issues. 1 didn't just read, but 1 
understood. There are no limits with reading like there are with movies and TV.) 

Se notaban ca.mbios en los esposos. Ahora me apoya mi esposo y me motive ir a todos las 
clases. Se han cambiado revistas por libros en el bano. Y en la familia leemos en voz alta con 
drama y mfmicas. (There have been changes in our husbands. Now rr.y husband supports me and 
motivates me to go to all my classes. Books have replaced magazines in the bathroom. We read 
together outloud as a family.) 

These mothers have found that they are now able to help their children with their homework 
and talk with their teen-agers about questions that are important to them . All of them 
expressed the feeling of being supported in the group. They feel comfortable sharing any 
problem with their compaiieras. They shared books they published (e.g.. recipe books a la Like 
Water For Chocolated and talked about networking: that perhaps each one of them could start a 
new group. 

Penelope Boyatt and Deb Jacobson collaborated in writing these notes. 
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