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ABSTRACT 

Recent detective novels (1985-2001) of five Chicano authors, Rudolfo Anaya, 

Lucha Corpi, Rolando Hinojosa, Michael Nava and Manuel Ramos are analyzed in 

relationship to Anglo-American and British detective genres, Chicano literature and 

eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Romanticism. The analysis focuses on Rudolfo 

Anaya's Shaman Winter. Lucha Corpi's Cactus Blood. Rolando Hinojosa's Partners in 

Crime. Michael Nava's Rag and Bone and Manuel Ramos' The Ballad of Rockv Ruiz. 

Chicano detective fiction draws from Anglo-American and British detective genre 

formulas and can be distinguished from the Anglo-American and British detective fiction 

genres because of the nature of its departures from detective genre formulas. In addition 

to the detective genre, Chicano authors refer to various eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 

Romantic literatures. Chicano detective fiction is aware of popular interests in the United 

States: an interest in ethnic literatures, a popular interest in origin, and the popularity of 

the crime story or detective story in non-fiction news and fictional narratives of television 

and film. The five novelists utilize these contemporary popular trends in the United 

States in order to reach a larger readership than would otherwise be possible if any one of 

the three were ignored. 

Anglo-American and British detective fiction assumes a homogeneous readership: 

national and/or ethnic-racial. Chicano detective fiction does not assume that its readers 

are Chicano and for this reason elaborates on the origin and the community of the 
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detective in order to facilitate the reader's identification vdth the investigator. Chicano 

detective novels integrate, under the guise of detective fiction, the stories of an ethnic 

experience and the origin of an ethnicity. 

The quest of Chicano detectives is to establish a stable environment and a stable 

identity, but the dialectic that ensues between the detective and his environment cannot 

be resolved conclusively. Their visions of stability originate from various sources that 

range from a homogeneous North-American ideology to a Chicano alter-ideology. Each 

individual novel suggests a space where the detective, his community and the nation state 

can entertain the romantic illusion of productive cooperation beneficial to the Chicano 

community. 



1. INTRODUCTION AND A REVIEW OF CRITICISM 

1.1. Introduction 

To write a detective novel is like taking a couple of eggs, a pat of butter, salt and 

pepper, and making it all edible. But this same basic dish, whether boiled, scrambled, 

fried or baked will be different if it's seasoned with catsup or with hot sauce. To 

successfully engage a reader of detective fiction the writer of this formulaic literature 

works within the limitations set by the genre without boring the reader with repetition, 

but at the same time meeting the reader's expectations of the genre. Is this always true? 

Is "basic" always the same? Popular detective fiction uses whole fresh eggs, in contrast 

to the "metaphysical" variety which might use only the whites, or only the yolks or even 

a powdered variety of eggs that needs to be reconstituted. The basic Anglo-American or 

British egg dish does not use any chile. Chicano detective fiction is like the huevos 

rancheros that are part of Rudolfo Anaya's detective Sonny Baca's favorite breakfast; 

this is a complete meal, "eggs, beans, potatoes, and green chile [with] just-baked com 

tortillas" fZia Summer 189). 

For the last eighteen years Chicano authors Rudolfo Anaya, Lucha Corpi, Rolando 

Hinojosa, Michael Nava and Manuel Ramos have been writing detective fiction and have 

produced a corpus of work that now includes twenty detective novels. Working within 

the limitations of the detective genre, they are able to satisfy the demands of a reader of 

mainstream detective fiction. Even though these are not "ambiguous" novels, the reader 



needs to be aware that these are "resistant texts" (Sommer "Textual" 147). The 

mainstream reader, like the blue-eyed woman who orders Sonny's "the usual," which she 

calls "[a] ranchero with huevos" ("a rancher with balls"), will be surprised, and could find 

"her eyes go full of tears" and even hear muffled laughter from the kitchen, if she equates 

Chicano detective fiction with the mainstream genre (Anaya Zia Summer 189-190). This 

dish is hot, picante. with chile. Chicano detective Sonny Baca's father always said, 

"Comida sin chile no es comida" ("Food without chile isn't food.") (Zia. Summer 191). 

Authors of Chicano detective fiction subscribe to the senior Seftor Baca's dictum, and 

season their whole egg narratives with chile-flavored Mexican salsa ("sauce"), which 

unlike catsup comes in many varieties. 

My interest in Chicano detective fiction is threefold. I admit to the fact that a 

good mystery story immediately grabs my attention because of its predictability and its 

inventiveness. It is an interest that I share with some very distinguished readers, past and 

present, and a growing number of scholars. A good mystery is like an old friend, familiar 

and full of surprises. I don't eschew the metaphysical narratives of Jorge Luis Borges nor 

Umberto Eco's postmodern detective fiction, but for pure enjoyment I would rather 

follow the footsteps of a detective in the tradition of Miss Marple or Philip Marlowe. I 

don't mind taking a mystery tour of an exotic locale, however 1 prefer a narrative that 

returns me to places I have often visited, and even more those that transport me to my 

"hometown," the Southwest of the United States. I am also a romantic at heart. My 



favorite novel, Leopoldo Alas' La Regenta. bridges romanticism and realism, and my 

favorite poems are story poems: from the early Romantic period, "El Moro Esposito" 

by Angel Saavedra, el duque de Rivas, and a "romance" poem from the early twentieth 

century, "The Highwayman" by Alfred Noyes. In all of these works a mystery 

surrounds the protagonist's identity and there is a death or murder associated with the 

mysterious identities of the protagonists. Chicano detective fiction satisfies my needs as 

a reader of detective fiction and as a romantinhile. 

Secondly, I am invigorated by the fact that a traditional Anglo-American and 

British genre has been adopted successfully by Chicano authors. Now my favorite 

entertainment reading has come home. More to the point, these authors have not simply 

plugged in "Chicano" for "Anglo," Ms. Damasco for Miss Marple or Henry Rios for 

Philip Marlowe; they have created a dialectic with traditional Anglo-American and British 

genres. The enduring popularity of detective fiction depends on an implicit agreement 

between the reader and the text. The reader accepts and embraces the familiarity of the 

formula and the text rewards her by accepting and confirming her "popular" conceptions 

of her culture. The American and British genres reinforce the power of Anglo-European 

cultural hegemony in the United States. Chicano detective fiction subverts this world 

view and re-affirms the Chicano presence in the Southwest. 

My third interest stems from the first two. In my opinion, it does not necessarily 

follow that the individual dialectic of all of these authors' novels with the Anglo genre is 



the same; it can also be said that the Chicano works are in dialogue with each other. 1 am 

interested in what these novels are "saying" to each other, in exploring where their 

dialogues differ, where they converge and what critical outline might be useful in defming 

these works without limiting their diversity. I hear a romantic "national tale" (Adam 

Zamoyski's term) or a "foundational fiction" (Doris Sommer's term) in these novels. 

I have divided this dissertation into six chapters. This first chapter introduces the 

reader to my topic, Chicano detective fiction, and my particular perspective on this 

subject. This first chapter also reviews the literary criticism of the Chicano detective 

genre to date and introduces the primary critical works and histories I have used to 

develop my thesis. 

The second chapter outlines the critical perspectives I use in my analysis of 

Chicano detective fiction. I am indebted to Doris Sommer's analysis of Latin American 

"foundational fictions" and her careful analysis of "resistant texts" and "incompetent 

readers". I am also indebted to Dennis Porter's The Pursuit of Crime for its history of 

the genre and its criticism, and the evaluation of the detective genre as a "barometer of 

society's ideology" (1). Adam Zamoyski's social and cultural history of European 

Romanticism, Holy Madness : Romantics. Patriots and Revolutionaries. 1776 -1871. has 

aided me in situating Spanish and Latin American Romanticism in a broader historical 

trajectory, and has suggested the connection I make between Romantic era literature, 

romance genre and national/ethnic self-determination. I use "romance" to describe a genre 



that transcends historical chronological divisions and "Romantic" to refer to the history 

and literature of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In order to arrive at an 

understanding of how an ideological message of a dominant culture can be embedded in 

literature, Fredric Jameson's The Political Unconscious has been indispensable. In turn, 

Northrop Frye's archetypal, universalist and humanistic view of romance literature in 

The Secular Scripture: a Study of the Structure of Romance has balanced Jameson's 

material perspective. 

Identification with a group presumes some type of self-identity. Self-identity for 

a hyphenated population is a negotiated identity that, like all identity constructs, is not 

free from cultural, ethnic, national or geographic mirrors. However, in contrast to the 

negotiation of individual identity in a hyphen-less population, a hyphenated individual's 

identity perforce must see itself in a greater number of mirrors, some of which are 

conflicting. I am indebted to Ramon Saldi'var's criticism of Chicano narrative, Rafael 

Perez-Torres' criticism of recent Chicano poetry, Tey Diana Rebolledo's and Eliana 

Rivero's anthology and criticism of Chicana literature and Jose David Saldi'var's cultural 

study of popular and elite Chicano artistic expression. Gloria Anzaldua's and Richard 

Rodriguez's poetic autobiographies help define what lies enclosed in the hyphen. 

Authorship assumes authority and therefore the "authority" of identification, the 

roots, of any literature, whether by intention or through critical evaluation, that is labeled 

as part of a national, ethnic or racial tradition needs to be explored. The writings of 



ethnographers Jose Limon and Renato Rosaldo, and the linguistic anthropologist Jane Hill 

have encouraged me to make connections between representations of culture and their 

authors' particular backgrounds. In this context 1 will refer to the current debate revolving 

around the validity of teleological sociopolitical and literary histories in a Postmodern 

setting that establish communal identities. I will take a brief look at the negotiation of 

identity during eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Romanticism and in an analogous 

context that of the late-nineteenth- early-twentieth- century Mexican-U.S. border region. 

The gentilics used by members of the community of people of Mexican ancestry 

in the United States are numerous. I have not indiscriminately alternated Chicano, 

Mexican-American and Mexican, but have tried to respect each author's preference. In 

general these authors, and myself, use "Chicano/a" to describe a person of Mexican 

ancestry whose identity is linked to political awareness and/or activism. I have also used 

the regional gentilics, "Teiano-Mexicano." "Nuevo Mexicano" and "Califomio" when 

appropriate. When referring to post 1960 literature by authors of Mexican ancestry I use 

the term "Chicano/a" unless the author has defined his literature otherwise. 

Chapter Two discusses the literary and social history of eighteenth- and 

nineteenth-century Romanticism: national tales, American foundational fictions, the 

detective genre and Mexican-American romance. I also outline the structural and 

rhetorical characteristics of the Anglo-American and British detective genre. 

Chapters Three, Four and Five analyze the detective novels of Anaya, Corpi, 



Hinojosa, Nava and Ramos. In Chapter Three, Rudolfo Anaya's novel, Shaman Winter 

and Rolando Hinojosa's novel. Partners in Crime are grouped together under the rubric 

"generational continuity"; these novels narrate the stories of generations of Mexican-

Americans —the Nuevo Mexicano and the Teiano-Mexicano. Anaya's and Hinojosa's 

transformations of the detective genre typify two poles of Chicano fiction, and twro poles 

of Chicano detective fiction. Some Chicano fiction has been described as "realistic." 

Examples of realistic Chicano literature include Tomas Rivera's novel. . . v no se lo trago 

la tierra. Sandra Cisnero's novels The House on Mango Street and Caramelo and all the 

work of Rolando Hinojosa. Other authors emphasize the supernatural or a heightened 

personal reality. Miguel Mendez's novel Pereerinos de AztlM. Ana Castillo's novel So 

Far From God and Anaya's first novel, Bless Me. Ultima are examples of what has 

sometimes been called "magic realism." The "reality" of these novels is a true "reality" 

from the perspective of the narrator, but this is a reality that may appear "magical" to the 

reader. Anaya is heavily indebted to Chicano folklore and Chicano indigenous heritage. 

Hinojosa, influenced by folklorist and ethnographer Americo Paredes, is a narrator who 

listens to what the pueblo, the people, are saying. Both Anaya and Hinojosa have as 

their project a reconstruction of Chicano history. 

Chapter Four is dedicated to Lucha Corpi's detective fiction as represented by her 

novel. Cactus Blood that focuses on a Mexican immigrant woman and is told by a first 

generation Chicana. I entitle this chapter "Poetry in Action" because Corpi integrates her 



poetic imagery with the detective genre. Corpi's voice is representative of a generation of 

women poets, Chicanas, who were denied pivotal positions in the male-directed Chicano 

Movement of the late nineteen-sixties. The protagonist of Corpi's novels is Gloria 

Damasco who has been an activist during the Chicano Movement, a working mother and 

wife, and is now a mother with a grown daughter, a widow and a professional woman 

who is making a career change. Corpi tells the "now" history of Chicanas which she 

juxtaposes with the "then" history of mothers and grandmothers. Gloria's former career 

as a speech therapist was in health care, which with the exception of doctors, is a sector 

that is predominantly female. Like a Romantic heroine who dons men's clothing to 

follow her lover, Gloria becomes a detective to follow her desire: Chicano/a activism. 

Chapter Five follows the exploits of Henry Rios, Michael Nava's detective, and 

Luis Montez who is the detective protagonist of Manuel Ramos' first four detective 

novels (and soon to be published sixth novel). I will analyze Michael Nava's Rag and 

Bone and refer to some of his six earlier novels. My analysis of the detective novels of 

Manuel Ramos will focus on The Ballad of Rocky Ruiz and Blues for the Buffalo. The 

two authors' protagonists, Henry Rios and Luis Montez tell their stories in the first 

person with the swagger and ironic self-deprecation typical of the detective of the "hard-

boiled" genre. Their bouts with alcohol, love and political idealism recall the prototypical 

Romantic poet and the hard-boiled detective. But instead of death by the bottle, suicide 

or in battle, these two do not submit to Romantic ennui or to the bravado of the hard-



boiled detective. Rios and Montez not only confront the Romantic hero and the hard-

boiled detective, but they also confront the stereotype, promoted by both "outsiders" 

and "insiders," of the Mexican-American male. Lawyer-protagonist Rios' father, now 

deceased, was taciturn, homophobic and an abusive husband. Henry Rios is a gay 

Mexican-American lawyer-detective who is not quite at home in the Anglo gay 

community, has not found a Chicano gay community and has been rejected by the 

heterosexual Mexican-American community of his youth. Jesus Montez, Luis' padre, is 

a retired miner, a former migrant worker and the father of a first generation Chicano urban 

dweller. The senior Montez fathered five children, loved and never beat the wife he now 

misses. Luis Montez, the detective, unlike his father has been a womanizer, is an absent 

father who, however, did learn the value of community from his father and as a student 

participated in the Chicano Movement. 

Chapter Six, which concludes the dissertation will return to the discussion of the 

subversions of, or the dialectic between, the Anglo-American and British genre and 

Chicano detective fiction. I will also discuss the dialogues established between these 

genres and the dialogues each Chicano author enters into with non-detective genres. 

Finally, I will review the "foundational fictions" the works of these authors outline and 

attempt to establish a dialogue between these "romantic" solutions to a contested Chicano 

identity. 



1.2. Review of Criticism of Chicano Detective Fiction 

Detective fiction written by and about Chicanos represents a very small 

percentage, and is a very recent addition to the body of Chicano literature in general. 

There was no Chicano detective protagonist before 1985, when Rolando Hinojosa's Rafe 

Buenrostro started his first case in Partners in Crime. The emergence of this new Chicano 

genre has been noted in two recently published critical works: Chicano Renaissance. 

Contemporary Cultural Trends, edited by David R. Maciel, Isidro D. Ortiz and Maria 

Herrera-Sobek (2000), and Charles M. Tatum's Chicano Popular Culture: Que Hable el 

Pueblo (2001). Chicano Renaissance. Contemporary Cultural Trends, edited by David 

Maciel, Isidro Ortiz and Maria Herrera-Sobek, is an anthology of Chicano criticism which 

proposes to provide "timely, useful, and instructive insights and thought-provoking 

discussions" of Chicano thought as expressed in popular, academic and literary forms 

(xxii). Its emphasis is on the work of the years roughly between 1980 and 1999. 

Tatum's text is written as an introduction to Chicano popular culture, its historical and 

contemporary contexts, and as an introduction to tools for an analysis of popular culture 

in general and Chicano popular culture in particular. 

For a work of literature to be included in Tatum's chapter "Popular Literature," it 

"has [had to have] appealed widely to readers over the past seventy years" (Chicano 

118). The majority of these works were written in English, or are bilingual or, if originally 



written in Spanish, are available in English translation. Some were directly linked to the 

Chicano Movement of the late nineteen-sixties and early nineteen-seventies, and all, with 

the exception of the detective novels, are either frequently included on academic reading 

lists or are works which have been performed for urban multi-ethnic theater audiences. In 

other words, all of these works have the potential to reach an English-speaking public, 

and, unlike works in Spanish, also have the potential to make money for their publisher or 

producer and gamer prestige for the institution that hosts their authors. Tatum implies 

that these works are available to a wide audience, which in turn implies an association 

with either commercial publishers or an academic seal of approval. 

Three of the detective novelists considered in my study, Anaya, Nava and Ramos, 

are published by large commercial publishing houses, and two, Hinojosa and Corpi, are 

published by an academic press: Arte Publico Press of the University of Houston. In 

Tatum's analysis of these authors' detective novels, the focus is on the plot and the 

characterization of the protagonist detective, which are the two elements that are given 

the most emphasis in a detective novel. It is the admiration of plot development and/or 

the empathy with the detective, that makes a reader seek out other detective novels by 

the same author, and ultimately leads to, or away from, the author's commercial success. 

Tatum's perspective underscores an aspect of "popular" which has always been 

associated with detective fiction —its potential for commercial success. 

Francisco Lomeli, Teresa Marquez and Maria Herrera-Sobek, in their essay about 



current (1980-1999) Chicano literature, "Trends and Themes in Chicana/o Writings," 

included in the volume Chicano Renaissance. Contemporary Cultural Trends approach 

these detective novels with an emphasis on identifiable Chicano content and stor3rt;elling 

traditions (298-302). In their opinion, "These writers are producing new literary models 

that may be viewed as forms of social criticism and cultural representation" (298). Lomeli 

and his co-authors point out that Chicano detectives as "protagonists behave in ways that 

demonstrate a strong sense of identity with and close connections to their communities" 

(299). This is a characteristic that would be difficult to establish without reservation 

when considering the male detective protagonists of mainstream of Anglo-American and 

British detective fiction. Typically the Anglo male detective is a loner who may have a 

male associate, but has no familial or communal ties. However, many contemporary 

mainstream female authors of the genre "have chosen to create a woman (and sometimes a 

feminist) detective [and] have altered the male prototype to the extent that their 

detectives speak from a woman's perspective and address the problems which women 

face in modem society" (Irons xii). These female detectives tend to establish themselves 

within a communal network. 

Another recent publication. Multicultural Detective Fiction: Murder fi-om the 

"Other" Side (1999) edited by Adrienne Gosselin, is a collection of criticism of detective 

fiction written about minority groups and, with one exception, by "insider" authors of 

detective fiction. This insightful volume contains two articles that analyze Chicano 



detective fiction: "Lucha Corpi and the Politics of Detective Fiction" by Tim Libretti and 

Jeffrey Langham's article "Subject to Interrogation" which analyzes Michael Nava's The 

Little Death. Libretti's article provides a critical framework for analyzing Chicano 

detective fiction as social criticism; his analysis of Lucha Corpi's Cactus Blood provides a 

succinct outline of the detective novel's form in conjunction with a review of Marxist and 

Freudian criticism of the detective genre. Libretti argues very convincingly that the so-

called "conservative" elements of the detective novel's form that propel the narrative to 

return to the status quo, do not preclude these same elements from serving a marginalized 

ethnicity or race. On the contrary, he shows that they are successfully appropriated to 

conserve the history, traditions and aspirations of the minority community, and 

furthermore they act as "an historical materialist interrogation and critique of dominant 

social form and values," and in so doing expose the "ideological paradigms" of the 

dominant community (68). 

Jeffrey Langham's article, "Subject to Interrogation," compares Michael Nava's 

first novel, The Little Death, with its "model", Raymond Chandler's The Long Goodbve , 

published in 1953. Langham explores these texts from the perspective of Judith Butler 

and her queer theory interpretation of Freudian disavowal: Freudian disavowal, and 

melancholy, felt by the survivor of the deceased becomes a "constitutive mechanism in 

the formation of the ego" (148). Langham writes: "Thinking of Marlowe's [Chandler's 

detective] open secret [Marlow's refusal to acknowledge to the police his association 



with the supposed male murder victim] as a Freudian disavowal provides a way of seeing 

the ideological value of hard-boiled detective fiction in terms of hetero/homosexual 

identification" (148). Langham argues that The Little Death subverts the hard-boiled 

genre itself by calling into question psychologically the construction of masculinity 

which, in the hard-boiled genre, is sexually defined because it is based only on a part —his 

gender— of the whole male person. 

Langham, like Libretti, argues that the appropriation of this genre by a 

marginalized population, in this case the homosexual male, "may provide a model for 

conceiving the subversive potential of particular pulp fiction genres" (148). Langham also 

approaches his comparison from the perspective of Homi Bhabha's "Of Mimicry and 

Man: The Ambivalence of Colonial Discourse." and states with a quote from Bhabha 

that, "mimicry produces a counter effect, becoming a menace by 'its double vision which 

in disclosing the ambivalence of colonial discourse also disrupts its authority' " (154). 

Langham's evaluation of Nava's The Little Death , relying as it does on current trends in 

queer theory, adds a dimension of criticism which cannot be ignored when considering this 

prolific and successfiil writer of Chicano detective fiction. 

Langham, however, only reads between the lines psychologically and not 

historically. His analysis briefly mentions the allusions to California's history which 

Nava makes. However, he only puts these in the context of a U. S. labor/capital 

paradigm, with no reference to Nava's characterization of his detective as being doubly 



marginalized, as a homosexual and as the son of a Mexican immigrant laborer. Langham's 

critical perspective, queer theory, opens another theoretical avenue for the exploration of 

the detective genre as an ideology that not only encodes mainstream political ideology, 

but also encodes mainstream norms of sexual and social behavior. 

There have been few critical studies published in scholarly journals or as 

dissertations that attempt to connect scholarly detective genre criticism with Chicano 

detective fiction. A possible exception to this avoidance of implicating the detective genre 

itself as a narrative tool of resistance and confrontation, is a study of Hinojosa's Partners 

in Crime by Antonio Prieto Taboada. Taboada analyzes the Chicano author's 

transformation of the genre. Another is Carmen Flys-Junquera's article on the works of 

Corpi and Anaya that cites Dennis Porter's and John Cawelti's detective genre criticism 

and also Tim Libretti's analysis (mentioned above) of Lucha Corpi's Cactus Blood. 

However, her emphasis is on the ecological content of these narratives. Enrique G. 

Lopez's dissertation on Michael Nava's detectivc fiction suggests another critical tool for 

the analysis of both the detective genre and minority literatures: critical race theory. 

Enrique G. Lopez's dissertation, "The Intersection of Ethnicity and Sexuality in 

the Narrative Fiction of Three Chicano Authors: Oscar Zeta Acosta, Arturo Islas and 

Michael Nava" focuses on the treatment of homosexuality in the works of these three 

Chicano authors. In discussing the characterization of Hemy Rios, Nava's detective, 

Lopez concludes that Rios' world view is that of a "down-to-earth" "crit". A "crit" is a 



person whose "critical race theory" perspective leads him to recognize that "social-

cultural conventions" are not determined by "some universal and transcendent 'objective 

reality,' " but are instead the products of "racial, gender, and sexual backgrounds" (72). 

Critical race theory argues that there is no single "truth," that for each competing group 

there may be a different truth and there will always be a group which "challenges the 

social-power relations in existence when laws are passed, interpreted, or administered" 

(73). Lopez does not make any connection between critical race theory and the detective 

genre, but in my opinion the concept of competing "truths" is essential to the mystery of 

a detective novel, and, as Lopez points out, the detective is often forced to choose which 

"truth" to believe. His analysis of Michael Nava's work adds another critical tool in the 

analysis of the detective genre. 

Carmen Flys-Junquera has recently published an article in Revista Canaria de 

Estudios Indeses (2002), entitled "Murder with an Ecological Message: Rudolfo Anaya 

and Lucha Corpi's Detective Fiction". She confirms that these authors are interested in 

the "reconstruction of the Chicano heritage and [...] comment on Chicano history," but 

that the detective genre that serves as a means to accomplish this goal is "secondary" to 

the historical content (8). Even though she dedicates more than half of her fifteen page 

article to the discussion of Chicano detective fiction as a critique of dominant social and 

legal practices, her primary focus is the ecological message Anaya and Corpi communicate 

to their readers. She proceeds to state that "both authors send out" a "message" which 



prioritizes the "reiationsMp with land and nature" (12). She praises Chicanos for their 

interest in the "environment," their "increasing awareness of nature" (14), but doesn't 

seem to understand that this environmental interest stems from the fact that this tierra is 

Chicano land and the relationship that both authors establish with the land is first and 

foremost a historical and not an "environmental" relationship linked to a universalist 

perspective. Anaya is not suggesting that a universal "we" take care of the "land," but is 

instead demanding that Chicanos recover the right to take care of their own land. Corpi is 

well aware of the land lost to the United States, but does demand that all residents be 

aware of its vulnerability. I will refer to this article in my discussion of Anaya because I 

believe it is a well-written article by a reader whose expectations have been jarred by a 

resistant text. 

In his article "El caso de las pistas culturales en Partners in Crime." Antonio 

Prieto Taboada explores how Hinojosa dialogues with the detective genre, a genre whose 

"mas destacados autores" ("most distinguished authors") are of "Anglo-Saxon" origin 

(119). Most noteworthy in Taboada's analysis is his observation that the clues that lead 

to the solution of the crime can only be followed by a detective familiar with the border 

community. Taboada calls these clues "pistas culturales" ("cultural clues"), and they not 

only lead to the solution of the crime, but they also "apuntan hacia [la solucion de] esa 

otra trama que concieme las tradiciones y los cambios del Valle" ("indicate [the solution 

to] the other plot that concerns the traditions and changes in the Valley") (122). The 
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"cultural clues" along with Hinojosa's refiguration of the personification of the genre's 

detective, from a character of "intenso individualismo" ("intense individualism") to one 

that is "abenega[do] [e] imparcial[.]" ("unselfish and impartial") contribute significantly 

to Hinojosa's dialogue with the hard-boiled and the classical detective novel (120). 

Taboada's insights figure significantly in my chapter on Hinojosa's Partners in Crime. 

A conference on Chicano detective fiction was held in Albuquerque, New Mexico 

in 2000, but as yet none of these articles have been published. One unpublished article 

from this conference by Adriana Estill conflates the search for identity, recognized as a 

characteristic of Chicano Literature, and the search for the identity of the perpetrator of a 

crime in a detective novel. The Albuquerque conference, to the best of my knowledge, 

has been the only attempt to initiate a comprehensive critical academic dialogue on 

Chicano detective fiction. 

There have been book reviews written for the academic community of Anaya's, 

Corpi's and Hinojosa's detective novels: a review of Anaya's Zia Summer by Pilar 

Bellver Saez, Corpi's Cactus Blood by Amalia Gladhart, and two reviews of Hinojosa's 

Partners in Crime: A Rafe Buenrostro Mvsterv, one by Charles Tatum and the other by 

Susann Samples. Gladhart's and Samples' reviews highlight the differences between the 

Chicano and the Anglo-American and British genres, with little attempt at interpreting the 

significance of these differences. Tatum's and Samples' reviews are polar reflections of 

each other: Tatum praises Hinojosa's skill as a writer of the detective genre and Samples 
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questions if Partners is Crimes is in fact a detective novel. 

It is assumed that detective fiction is "popular" fiction, that it is read more widely 

than "elite" fiction, and that it has a shorter shelf life. This is not always the case: the 

works of Edgar Allan Poe, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, Agatha Christie, Raymond Chandler 

and Ian Fleming among many others continue to be in print. Many current authors rely 

on the "best seller" label to keep their volumes selling and to sell to new readers, but 

unlike McDonald's restaurants the publishers do not print the number of volumes sold in 

bold on the jackets or covers of these novels, nor is this information included with the 

publishing record and copyright information that proceeds the title. I have been unable to 

get any information from the publishers of Chicano detective novels regarding the volume 

of sales of these novels. However, the "blurbs" on the jackets and covers of popular 

fiction offers an insight into the market for this literature. 

Chicano detective fiction, as the majority of detective novels sold in the United 

States, has favorable and tantalizing reviews, "blurbs," from current periodicals quoted on 

their covers or jackets. I like to call these "blurbs" rather than reviews. Blurbs are 

interesting because of the fact that they are directed to the buyer by the publisher of these 

novels. They have the potential to answer several variations of two basic questions: 

"What does the publisher think are the selling points of the novel?" and "Who does the 

publisher think will buy the novel?" The blurbs on Anaya's, Nava's and Ramos' novels 

are for the most part from mainstream magazines, newspapers and book reviews. In 



Anaya's case a favorable comment by New Mexican best-selling author Tony Hillerman 

is included. The jacket commentaries and reviews on Corpi's and Hinojosa's novels are 

generally from Chicano literary critics and academic publications. I reluctantly conclude 

that Anaya, Nava and Ramos are perceived as "selling" authors with commercial appeal 

and that Corpi's and Hinojosa's detective novels are perceived as having an audience 

limited to the educational and intellectual communities. 

Manuel Ramos, writing from the perspective of an author of Chicano detective 

fiction in his essay "The Postman and the Mex: From Hard-boiled to Huevos Rancheros 

in Detective Fiction" gives an insider's view of publishers' promotional efforts. In this 

article he lists the prizes for detective fiction that Anaya, Corpi, Hinojosa, Nava and he 

himself have been nominated for or have won. Of these five authors Ramos has been the 

most active in promoting himself as a writer of detective novels. His first novel. The 

Ballad of Rockv Ruiz was reviewed in the crime fiction journal: Armchair Detective by 

Peter Handel in 1994. Ramos has maintained a web page, http://hometown.aol. 

com/mrriter/Webpage7.htm. that promotes his novels and also promotes fellow authors of 

Chicano detective fiction, three of whom I have not included in this dissertation: Rudy 

Apodaca, Martin Limon and Max Martinez. In general detective fiction readers' web 

sites and magazines have not paid much attention to the Chicano detective novels, but 

readers are interested and a cursory search for "Chicano Detectives'" reveals that a 

dialogue has been opened on the web ("Chicano Detectives" Rara-Avisa Archives). 

http://hometown.aol


In his essay, Ramos asks but does not answer, "Who is a Chicano detective?" 

This is not an easy question to answer. I have not included the novels of Rudy Apodaca, 

Martin Limon or Max Martinez in my dissertation for several reasons, but primarily 

because this would expand my study to an unmanageable length. 

Sometimes an "outsider's" view can help us understand, if not justify, our view of 

ourselves. Genvieve Fabre's European view of U. S. ethnic literatures points out that the 

lines drawn and borders, perimeters, constructed by American critics are a constant 

problem for Europeans when considering the U. S. criticism of ethnic literatures of the 

United States. U.S. constructs of ethnicity distinguish both American and hyphenated 

American and, even though there is an overlapping of these concepts that partially 

obscures the borders, an American critic never seems to lose sight of the divisive hyphen 

and the equally divisive no-hyphen. 

My thesis excludes an ethnic non-Mexican-American detective, a 

protagonist/narrator who is not an investigator and novels that take place primarily 

outside of the United States. (Marcia Muller's novel, The Legend of Slain Soldiers 

analyzed by Adriana Estill only came to my attention after the start of this study.) The 

Chicano authors who are not analyzed here have written the following novels of detective 

fiction: Rudy Apodaca, The Waxen Image (1977); Martin Limon, Jude Ladv Burning 

(1992), Slickv Bovs (1997) and Buddha's Monev (1998); Max Martinez, White Leg 

(1996) and Lavover (1997). Apodaca's detective is not Mexican-American, Limon's 



novels take place in Korea and Martinez's novel White Leg is told from the perspective 

of an Teiano-Anglo murderer. White Leg is a psycho-sociological novelization of rural 

Texan life that details the poverty and the racism of south Texas; it should be considered 

side by side with Hinojosa's detective novels that take place in a similar community, but 

which avoid the graphic detail that Martinez imparts to his topic. Apodaca's novel in 

many respects continues what I call the "Spanish card" tradition of Mexican-American 

literature. These works use a privileged mainstream gentilic "Spanish" for "Mexican-

American," and proceed to positively enhance a euphemistic stereotype. But The Waxen 

Image is a fun read and does criticize, as its "Spanish card" predecessors did. North 

American society in general. 

Adrienne Johnson Gosselin in her introduction to Multicultural Detective Fiction: 

Murder from the "Other" Side, referring to the critics Abdul JanMohamed and David 

Lloyd, warns that "as multicultural critics and writers [who] have been formed within the 

dominant culture's education apparatus, we must constantly re-evaluate our own language 

and methodologies in order to avoid reproducing the dominant ideology in our 

interpretations" (6). To see Chicano detective fiction as a facile introduction to "other", 

would be an error and an oversimplification of these texts. "[M]ulticultural detective 

fiction can indeed mediate between the reader and the culture represented, [but] the works 

should not be read as 'showcase windows to exotic cultures,' " writes Gosselin, quoting 

Bonnie TuSmith (6). I do not intend to "showcase" an exotic culture, but do intend to 



show how the huevo. the plain old egg, travels from "hard-boiled" to "huevos rancheros" 

with some help from salsa. Mexican hot sauce, in the United States (Ramos "The 

Postman"). Most of us eat eggs, and salsa is no longer "exotic" in the United States; it 

actually has outsold catsup since 1997 (Weiss). Why is the red tomato variety of salsa. 

labeled "mild" "hot" or "very hot," the big seller? Where did it come from? Are there 

other salsas for eggs? My intention in undertaking the topic of Chicano detective fiction 

is to explore the variety of this fiction and along the way introduce a fresh, Non

conformist, confrontational and an intriguingly consolatory variety of detective fiction. 
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2. CRITICAL PERSPECTIVES 

CMcano detective fiction is distinctly rich in historical content and for this reason 

my critical perspective borrows from analyses that emphasize contextual, both historical 

and literary, connections through time. Two contrasting perspectives, one 

socioeconomical and the other imiversal and humanist, push from the extreme edges of my 

literary historical perspective: I am interested in the underlying ideological messages 

these texts encode, but will employ hermeneutic analysis without the presupposition of 

"truth" as its object and Marxist dialectic analysis without the presupposition of a single 

resolution. I establish a literary historical perspective because Chicano detective fiction is 

a reformulation, an adaption and a transformation of a romance genre, which has 

undergone many transformations and adaptations in different sociohistorical contexts. 

2.1. Romance Genre: Fredric Jameson and Northrop Frye 

Fredric Jameson's genealogy of the romance genre begins in the twelfth century 

when, 

Romance in its original strong form may then be understood as an 

imaginary 'solution' to real contradiction, a symbolic answer to the 

perplexing question of how my enemy can be thought of as e^ (that is, as 

other than myself and marked by some absolute difference), when what is 

responsible for his being so characterized is quite simply the identity of 
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his own conduct with mine (Political 118) 

At this point in Western European history, a "time of trouble," chaos and stability vied 

for power. The chanson de geste is the literature of the "winners" of this confrontation 

and as such it needs to answer the question: "What do we call our enemy now that we 

are living with him?" The chanson de eeste resolves this conflict by figuring the enemy, 

the "other," as a mirror image of the self; both are honorable knights. When the enemy is 

"defeated and unmasked, he asks for mercy by telling his name [...] at which point he 

becomes one more knight among others and loses all his sinister unfamiliarity" (Political 

119). According to Jameson, an "imaginary" resolution of conflict is basic to romance 

genre. 

In contrast, Northrop Frye finds the origins of romance not in a genealogy of 

literary expression per se, but in a universal form of human expression: folktales. For 

Frye, "romance is the structural core of all fiction: being directly descended from folktale, 

it brings us closer than any other aspect of literature to the sense of fiction, [. . .] man's 

vision of his own life as a quest" (15). Frye's evaluation tends to emphasize ethical 

polarities which may be culturally unintelligible for a reader unfamiliar with the 

sociohistorical context of a particular literature: good and bad, hero and villain, upper and 

lower worlds (49-53). In my opinion these worlds need to be located within particular 

sociohistorical contexts. 

Both Jameson's Marxist and Frye's universal humanist frameworks for romance 



rely on hermeneutic analysis. Hermeneutic analysis presupposes that an inherent truth is 

encoded in all literary expressions. Nineteenth- and twentieth-century hermeneutic 

literary analysis has followed two paths: "religiously tinged" and "a hermeneutics of 

suspicion" (Holub 381). "The first type [. . .] attributes to hermeneutics the function of 

recapturing or recollecting meaning" (381). The second type "tears away masks and 

reveals false consciousness" (381). Frye's analysis recalls the "religiously tinged" model 

and Jameson's the "hermeneutics of suspicion." For Frye all literature is explained as 

variations of "the maze without a plan" or "the maze with a plan," both of which are 

"two aspects of the same thing": romance (31). From Jameson's perspective all 

literature "is to be seen as an ideological act in its own right, with the function of 

inventing imaginary or formal 'solutions' to unresolvable social contradictions" ( Political 

79). He and Frye seem to agree that structurally all literature stems from romance 

literature; they disagree as to the origin and function of romance literature. For Jameson, 

romance literature addresses actual socioeconomical problems of a particular population 

as in the "problem" of the twelth century above; for Frye, romance literature expresses a 

universal human quest for knowledge of self. For both authors literature encodes "truth" 

and in order to arrive at "truth" they establish a priori a series of steps for an informed 

reading of the text that wdll ultimately reveal the encoded truth. 
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2.2. Hermeneutic Analyses of Literature and the Detective Genre 

Hermeneutic analyses of literature, stemming from Hans-Georg Gadamer's Truth 

and Method that built on Heidegger's hermeneutic thought, express doubt of the 

"experimental method hailed by the natural sciences since the seventeenth century" as the 

"sole path to truth" (Holub 379): 

Gadamer's claim is that art has been systematically excluded from the 

sphere of truth by the hegemonic discourse of the natural sciences. [. . .] 

Particularly important is the notion of play or game (Spiel), which has the 

potential to overcome the subject/object dichotomy. In a game we give 

ourselves over to a set of rules beyond any individual subjectivity. We do 

not confront the game as an object but rather participate in it as an event. 

And in this participation the subject is itself transformed. Our 

relationship to art is analogous: we do not confront the art work as a 

subject cognating an object; instead, we participate in the game that 

constitutes genuine art and are ourselves transformed. Indeed, for 

Gadamer play is the truth and essence of authentic art. (Holub 380) 

"Play" as "truth" is basic to the detective genre. Frank Kermode recognizes that in the 

twentieth century the detective story 

reached a remarkable degree of specialization [...]. It is therefore a good 

example of the overdevelopment of one element of narrative at the expense 



of others: it is possible to tell a story in such a way that the principal 

object of the reader is to discover, by an interpretation of clues, the answer 

to a problem posed at the outset. All other considerations may be 

subordinated to this interpretative, or, as I shall call it, hermeneutic 

activity. (179) 

Detective fiction consciously imitates hermeneutic thought: detective fiction demands that 

the reader "play" detective by the same "rules" that the detective follows, otherwise the 

resolution found by the detective will not ring "true". For this reason hermeneutic 

analysis is a particularly useful tool for the description of form in detective fiction. 

However, an analysis of Chicano detective fiction cannot assume that the "rules" of the 

game, whether those of detective fiction or those of any hermeneutic analysis will be 

followed or will reveal a singular humanistic universal or a socioeconomic truth. 

2.3. Contested Space: "Identity" Politics and National Fictions 

Two Chicano critics, Rafael Perez-Torres, Movements in Chicano Poetrv: Against 

Mvth. against Margins, and Ramon Saldlvar, Chicano Narrative: The Dialectics of 

Difference, acknowledge the pre-eminence of history in Chicano literature as the point of 

departure for the creative act and for its reading (Perez-Torres 7-8, Saldlvar 5-6). Their 

critical perspectives, however, are at odds. Whereas, Saldlvar relies on Fredric Jameson's 

Marxist concept of the "political unconscious," Perez Torres' criticism relies on 



postcolonial and postmodernist perspectives. Perez-Torres links contemporary Chicano 

poetry with the production of "culture" in a "postmodern" environment: 

"postmodernism marks the end of teleological thinking in the secular sphere" (14). 

Teleological thinking implies the existence of a discemable pattern, an impulse towards 

"Project and Progress" (14). The dialectic that Saldivar traces in Chicano narrative 

produces a "reformulation of historical reality," an "ideology of difference" (8, 7). For 

Saldivar, Chicano narrative has a "function"; the works he analyzes "serve both a unifying 

communal function as well as an oppositional and differentiating end" (4). Perez-Torres 

criticizes Chicano critics, not Ramon Saldivar in particular, of using Chicano "identity" 

and "tradition" to "essentialize" Chicano experience, which in his view is a "political act" 

(18). 

Currently a debate is raging concerning literary histories. For Stephen Greenblatt 

and Perez Torres, whom Greenblatt praises for writing "a different, and in my view 

subtler, account," the problem with national literary histories is primarily the 

essentialization of identity (Greenblatt 62). Greenblatt's concern is that many 

postcolonial literary histories have appropriated late-nineteenth-century forms that 

"accept the hypothesis of a single, endlessly reiterated fable of identity" (58). Francisco 

Lomeli and Julia Martinez's Chicano Literature: A Reference Guide is criticized by 

Greenblatt for describing Chicano literature of the nineteen-sixties as a continuation of a 

literary tradition and not a "revolutionary departure" (62). Greenblatt laments that 
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marginalized groups are producing an "ideology that we have just begun to dismantle" 

(58). He argues that nineteenth- and twentieth-century academic institutions are in 

conjunction with an assortment of marginalizing trends; 

[A] nasty intensification of ethnocentrism, racism and nationalism, 

produced the temporary illusion of sedentary, indigenous literary cultures 

making sporadic and half-hearted ventures toward the margins. The 

reality, for most of the past as once again for the present, is more about 

nomads than natives. (59). 

In my opinion we should read minority "teleological" narratives precisely in order to 

"dismantle" Eurocentric ideology. Without access to marginal emergence myths and the 

histories of emergent U. S. populations, the origin myth of Judeo-Christianity and a 

Eurocentric interpretation of U. S. history assume the proportions of unquestioned and 

singular truths. I will argue that Chicano detective fiction has appropriated a nineteenth-

century European literary genre, but has transformed this genre by combining it with 

other appropriations gathered during a nomadic history through Spain and America: Pre-

Colombian, Spanish, Mexican and North American travels. 

In her study of Latin-American "foundational fictions" Doris Sommer notes that 

these fictions have been used to promote and consolidate Latin American dictatorships of 

the powerful and elite. Some of these fictions were written specifically as political 

messages that claimed to speak for the newly founded nations, but others were romance 



novels that expressed a longing for intercourse between the competing and destructive 

factions of the new republics. The Latin American foundational fictions, like those of the 

current Baltic republics described by Linda Hutcheon (here recounted by Greenblatt), 

"cannot be understood as nostalgic, for there is no authentic home, no nostos. to conjure 

up. [...] [TJhey are about occupying a place, laying claim to authority over it, and tracing 

or inventing the roots that confer legitimacy on this claim" (56). Both a fiction written 

with a specific goal in mind, political authority for example, and an economically 

disenfranchised population's expression of longing for "a place to occupy" are 

foundational fictions. Both can be used, and have been used, to oppress and justify 

oppression. However, in my opinion a longing for economic progress and stability is the 

result of historically documented needs. I am interested in establishing an analogue 

between the historical circumstances that provided the context for the production of 

eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Romantic national tales and nineteenth- century 

detective fiction and those historical circumstances that surround Chicano detective 

fiction. I am not interested in dismantling these fictions, but rather in their intertextual 

construction. 

Linda Hutcheon points out that "identity'' politics in the twentieth century are 

not limited to the "boundaries of the nation-state" but encompass "a host of categories" 

that include ethnicity, but like Romantic national histories many current literary histories 

of minority literatures are written "with an eye to promoting ideological consensus" 



(403). However distasteful the use of the teleological national narratives by nationalistic 

political agendas in the past and present may be, it is important to remember that they 

were "structured on the romantics' idealist philosophy of history, with its emphasis on 

the importance of origins and its assumption of continuous development" (404). 

Teleological narratives look forward along a progression that was established in the past. 

"[J]ust as nineteenth-century European nationalist agendas required" a teleological 

narrative to indicate the forward movement of progress, the minorities who aspire to 

"progress" also require this narrative (406). Hutcheon also notes that the teleological 

narrative is not confined to the Romantic era or even to Western thought, even though the 

Romantic model is, for Western literary historians, the best known model. "In their 

formative moments, it would seem, nations have always made (and often remade) their 

histories [. . .]" (413). The newcomer Aztecs rewrote their history in order to justify 

their geographic claim to the Valley of Mexico and their adaptations of art forms and 

religious mythology of earlier and unrelated civilizations. The teachings of Christianity 

incorporated the Old Testament as the initial "chapter" in the life of Christ. This 

teleological narrative justified the Crusades of the Middle Ages. The pitfalls of 

essentializing identity through teleological narratives have also always existed. Hutcheon 

recognizes that within the groups who are writing teleological narratives there are those 

who are "alert to the exclusions and entrapments as well as to the emancipatory 

potential" of these narratives (417). She suggests that "The longevity and continuing 
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appeal of the developmental model (and its ideological rniderpinnings) [. . .]have to be 

understood -in context— and not condemned outright as signs of backsliding" (417). 

2.4. Detective Fiction's Romantic Characteristics 

The Romantic literary movement of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries can be 

broadly characterized as reactionary and resistant in relationship to the generally didactic 

and moralizing literature of Neoclassicism still in vogue at the end of the eighteenth 

century. In Romanticism, the hero no longer functions as an example to be emulated, but 

is now a tragic or heroic figure who confronts the establishment, or absents himself from 

civilization, not unlike Edgar Allan Poe's detective, C. Auguste Dupin, who is a recluse 

and extraordinary intellect whose informed imagination enables him to solve the crimes 

the police cannot solve. A majority of critics have recognized Edgar Allan Poe's 

"Murders of the Rue Morgue" (1841) as the first detective story; his detective Dupin is a 

Romantic hero, an individual who stands alone, a social recluse in opposition to the 

official representatives of society, the police. The individual characterization of the 

detective should not be understood as an individual "governed by the laws of 

'psychology' " as in the case of "high realism" literature of the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century (Jameson Political 160). The particular psychological make-up of the 

detective is never revealed in these early detective tales, and is only superficially explored 

in the contemporary genre. The Romantic hero, and the original detcctive protagonist, is 
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not characterized as an "everyman" of the people, but his desire "comes before us in a 

peculiarly anonymous state which makes a strangely absolute claim on us" (Jameson 

Political 156). 

According to Jameson, the emergence of "the ego or centered subject" during the 

late nineteenth, early twentieth centuries "can be understood [in conjunction with] the 

dissolution of the older organic or hierarchical social groups, the universal 

commodification of the labor-power of individuals and their confrontation as equivalent 

units within the framework of the market" (Political 154). The mid-nineteenth-

twentieth-century individual does not rely on his group membership, but instead on an 

ideological philosphy of individualism fPolitical 154). In my opinion this ideology of 

individualism is inscribed in the contemporary U. S. national identity that is particularly 

obvious in popular Western romances. It is irrelevant whether the contemporary version 

of individualism is justified by psychological or religious constructs. The mythical U. S. 

American identity is fixed by an individual identity, because isolation from a neighboring, 

geographical community has become a valued sign of either a psychologically healthy self-

esteem or a "spiritual" devotion to a particular cause. In contrast, the eighteenth-

nineteenth-century Romantic hero, the "Byronic hero," lived on the border between an 

old and new social system and attempted to reconcile geographical and material polarities 

or as Jameson states, "the alien dynamism of capitalism [...] with the immemorial (and 

cyclical) time of the agricultural life" (Political 128). His isolation was at times tragic and 
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Ms border crossings in and out of isolation were dangerous. Unlike Ms twentieth- and 

twenty first-century namesake, the Romantic individualist hero's isolation was not meant 

to be comfortable; it was emotionally uncomfortable because he put himself apart from 

the dominant neo-classic ideology of the time. 

Detectives, Romantic and contemporary, cross the borders between crime and 

order; they may have personal woes or agendas, but these only serve to define their 

working habits as detectives. Just as "fate" —the circumstances of his historical space-

forced the Romantic hero into isolation, the contemporary detective cannot help himself; 

he is inexorably drawn to the crime that he will solve. As readers we may not be 

emotionally drawn to C. Auguste Dupin, to Agatha Christie's (1890-1976) Miss Marple 

or Hercule Poirot, to Raymond Chandler's (1888-1959) Philip Marlowe or to Sue 

Grafton's (b. 1940) Kinsey Milhone. Their personal psychological profile is not part of 

the narrative; we may know some facts about them and even "hear" their thoughts, but 

we are not asked to know them. It is their mission we are asked to follow and somewhere 

inside us we know that these detectives are working for us, a community, whose identity 

we may have lost, may miss or intuit, but also may recognize with an "ahh" of confirmed 

membership. They are Romantic individuals whose isolation is uncomfortable for us as 

readers because they are obliged to continually cross borders in and out of defined spaces 

through liminal ambiguous terrains. 

Sometimes the milieu of Romantic fiction envisions a fantastic medieval castle or a 



lonely graveyard; the emotions of fear, love and hate are validated along with the caprices 

of fate in these settings. For critic Richard Alev^n, German Romanticism of the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries marks the initiation of the detective genre. An 

outstanding characteristic of these tales was their darkly haunting settings. Gothic scenes, 

that did not realistically reproduce the contemporary environment but which were 

reflective of the chaos, physical and ideological, of the late eighteenth century, served to 

enhance mystery. In these stories the setting itself can take on the role of a protagonist. 

When, according to Jameson, the chanson de geste "'solves'" the conflict between good and 

evil "the seme of evil can no longer be permanently assigned or attached to this or that 

human agent" but will be "projectively reconstituted into a free-floating and disembodied 

element." This " 'realm' of sorcery and magical forces [...] constitutes the semic 

organization of the 'world' of romance and henceforth determines the provisional 

investment of its anthropomorphic bearers and its landscapes alike" (Political 119). 

Prominence of setting, as in the German Romantic tales, continues to characterize 

detective fiction and can be a protagonist in detective fiction. 

In Raymond Chandler's novels much of the action takes place on streets of 

southern California at night. In Poe's "The Murders in the Rue Morgue" the darkness of 

night is preferred and must be constructed during the day. To all appearances the 

murders in the Rue Morgue were committed by a diabolically intelligent criminal, but this 

is not the case; an "Ouran-Outang" turns out to be the murderer. Similarly in Chandler's 



novels, a worthy villain, one who challenges the detective's intellect, is rarely guilty of the 

crime. The setting itself is the "seme of evil" that surrounds and defines the criminal of 

Chandler's novels. In the well-appointed and genteel surroundings of an Agatha Christie 

novel crime intrudes and disrupts the serenity. There are few "mysterious" settings in 

Christie's novels, but their very absence recalls them. The absence of dark, of chaos, is 

continually present, but like a single dark cloud in an otherwise sunny sky a threatening 

storm of evil is a continual menace until the case is solved. When the perpetrator of the 

crime is caught and her deeds are shown in the light, a heavy veil of darkness is recalled 

and is lifted. There is always a named villain in detective novels, but when she is 

unmasked, caught, convicted or killed we realize that she wasn't all that important: what 

contained the "seme of evil" will take on another name in the next novel, and will again 

resume its presence, or its present absence in the setting. 

2.5. Historical Context of the Romantic National Tale 

I base a number of the observations I make in regards to the history of the 

Romantics on Adam.Zamoyski's Holv Madness: Romantics. Patriots and 

Revolutionaries. 1776-1871. Zamoyski's underlying thesis is that the Romantics' 

revolutionary zeal for sociopolitical change was couched not in secular terms but in 

Judeo-Christian religious vocabulary, or a teleological narrative. Zamoyski's 

comprehensive history of the Romantics is particularly useful because he traces not only 
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the rhetoric of the European nations, but also that of the ethnic groups that did not gain 

independence during the Romantic Period among whom he includes the Polish, Hungarian, 

Slovak, Croat, Rumanian, Czech, Irish, Scottish, Welsh, Belgian, Dutch and Greek 

peoples. 

Detective fiction of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was a sub-genre of 

Romantic fiction, but another sub-genre, the "national-tale" (Zamoyski's term) was more 

widespread. Many national-tales have in common two characteristics that Frye defines 

as basic to the romance genre: the "quest" and a "disconnected" or "coincidental" episodic 

narrative (15,46-47). They search for and/or question an ethnic or regional identity; they 

answer this question through the narration of a series of loosely related events. Initially 

the dominant linguistic majority of each European "nation" had no need for this quest; 

"nation" was neither an ethnic nor a linguistic concept, but a bureaucratic organization 

controlled by the hereditary ruling families of Europe. The episodic, coincidental nature 

of these tales can be compared to the histories of the time that Hayden White describes as 

"Formist": 

The Formist mode of explanation is to be found [...] in the Romantic 

historians and the great historical narrators [...] —in any historiography in 

which the depiction of the variety, color, and vividness of the historical 

field is taken as the central aim of the historian's work. To be sure, a 

Formist historian may be inclined to make generalizations about the nature 



of the historical process as a whole [...]. But, in Formist conceptions of 

historical explanation, the uniqueness of the different agents, agencies, and 

acts which make up the 'events' to be explained is central to one's 

inquiries, not the 'ground' or 'scene' against which these entities arise. (14) 

For many literary critics and historians the tremendous social upheaval and terror of the 

French Revolution marks Romantic literature of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 

(see Brown, Duff and Zamoyski). 

Preceding the French Revolution, famine and widespread poverty in conjunction 

with the lack of upward mobility of the professional-bourgeois class exploded and 

accomplished the complete destruction of the government of the kings in 1790. The 

forces of "liberty" were expected to relinquish the right of agency to the people, however 

by 1790 a "cult" of liberty had imposed new restrictions on the population (Zamoyski 

58). Hereditary rulers and the European aristocracy trembled; ordinary Europeans either 

feared the turmoil or were inspired by the rhetoric of regeneration to tight their own or 

others' revolutions. At the initiation of the nineteenth century, the French Revolution's 

promise of social justice had been subsumed by Napoleonic French imperialistic goals. 

The disenfranchised populations of the French Empire, populations conquered and 

forcibly assimilated into the Austro-Hungarian Empire and the Ottoman Empire, Spanish 

liberals alienated by the Hapsburg dynasty and the French invasions and the Scottish, the 

Welsh and the Irish of the "English" islands all voiced their desire for what Tocqueville, 



citing the French Revolution's rhetoric, called the "regeneration of the human race" 

(Zamoyski 71). "Regeneration," specifically of a particular ethnicity or what is also 

called self-determination, was pursued by this generation either militarily or through their 

writing or both. Many Romantic authors were both activists and writers. The poets and 

scholars searched the past of their cultural and geographical inheritance for characteristics 

which would define a regional or ethnic character in opposition to enlightened 

despotism's and French imperialism's universalism. 

The goals of the Romantic freedom fighters and intellectuals were frustrated by 

traditional alliances of European monarchies, militant imperialism, growing materialism, 

higher standards of living, a growing apathy of the masses for war and a few crumbs of 

constitutional reform, so Romantic nationalism failed in its Utopian project to create a 

brotherhood of self-determined nations (Zamoyski 341-363). The "Formisf literature 

with its wealth of ethnic and regional detail was either ignored by the privileged ethnic 

authority within the political boundaries of a nation or became a supporting authority for 

the nations of dominant European ethnic groups —French, English, German, Spanish, 

Austrian— each now reconstructed by Formist histories as patria. or the fatherland. 

Frye makes a distinction between "myth" and "folktales" that was not made by 

the writers of national tales of the Romantic period: "Myths stick together" and are an 

"interconnected body of narrative" that describe "religious and historical events," whereas 

folktales "take root in a specific culture" and "their function is to tell that culture what is 



and how it came to be" and are "more nomadic" in nature (9). Frye also distinguishes 

myth because it "assumes to be true," whereas folktales are secular. The rhetoric of 

Christianity dominated Romantic Europe and framed the folktales that were re-written as 

national tales of the European ethnicities and as such combined the "truth" of myth and 

the "nomadic" nature of folktales. Even though Frye uses examples outside of the 

European tradition, his tendency is to create an archetypical view of narrative that 

conflates regional differences under a Eurocentric universalist umbrella; he writes a 

teleological literary history that contradicts and supports in part Greenblatt's global, 

nomadic perspective. 

2.6. American "Foundational Fictions" and Their Historical Context 

Meanwhile back in America close to one-hundred thousand new "Mexican-

Americans" were nation-less in the United States and new nations had been bom in the 

north and the south. Even though these American nations' romances emulated the 

romance form of their European fathers (mother authors were in short supply; the 

Romantic heroine was the embodiment of mother country and was fertile ground waiting 

for a plow, or a fertile field open to weeds), the authors of these romances, as Doris 

Summer notes, "passion[ately]" needed to establish their own non-European, American 

identity (Foundational Fictions 15). They also did not want to be identified with Native 

Americans, though they didn't mind assimilating the characteristics Rousseau had 



attributed to the "noble savage" —primitively pure, materially disinterested, a participant 

in governance by natural law and unfettered by meaningless dogma— as markers to 

separate themselves from the "old world" and connect them with "their" new land. Three 

of these writers are the U.S. writer, James Fenimore Cooper (1789-1851), the 

Argentinean Jose Marmol (1817-1871) and the Colombian Jorge Isaacs (1837-1895). 

These authors, and others, were the spokesmen and/or power brokers of the newly 

independent nations. Initially or ultimately they played a major role in defining the new 

gentilics: "American" (in the United States), "Argentinean" and "Colombian" to their 

fellow citizens. The gentilic "Chicano" would have to wait until the second half of the 

twentieth century when a pan-Mexican-American identity became a contextual reality. 

As Doris Sommer notes in Foundational Fictions: the National Romances of Latin 

America, these tales typically culminate in either the hero's marriage to the heroine, or his 

loss and his continued longing for her, that throughout the course of the novel has been 

associated with his yearning for an environment that is both stable and confirms his, the 

hero's, new American nationality. European Romantics established an inherent 

nationality, or ethnicity, in opposition to an imposed nationality or discredited ethnicity. 

Without the discovery of this inherent identity, the hero's history, and ultimately that of 

the patria of both past and future, is presumed to be meaningless. American authors of 

the early nineteenth century looked for identity, their past and their future, in the 

American landscape, in the "noble savage," in Americanized European language and in 



Americanized European religion and traditions. Mexican-American authors have been 

engaged in a similar pursuit, but it was not until the nineteen-sixties that this became a 

"national," a pan-Mexican-American project whose initial objective not only was the 

writing of Chicano history but the recovery of written and oral literature and the 

production and dissemination of a Chicano literature and art. The "project" of the 

nineteen-sixties has had limited success. 

Unlike many of their European counterparts. Romantic American national tales 

are stories with contemporary settings, and for this reason Sommer's term "foundational 

fictions" describes them well. "In the United States, it has been argued, the country and 

the novel practically gave birth to each other. And the same can be said of the South, as 

long as we take consolidation rather than emancipation [from Europe] to be the real 

moment of birth in both Americas" (Foundational 12). Beginning during their wars for 

independence, liberal-conservative conflicts have plagued the former Spanish colonies for 

decades, if not centuries. Referring to Jameson's genealogy of the origin romance genre 

quoted above, Summer states that these novels "developed a narrative formula for 

resolving continuing conflicts, a postepic conciliatory genre that consolidated survivors 

by recognizing former enemies as allies" (Foundational 12). Typically the romantic pair 

are from two different political persuasions: one is liberal and the other is conservative. 

Both in North America and in South America these novels are referred to, if not by name 

then by content, when national identity is in question (Foundational 51). That in Latin 



America these novels are required reading in public schools and have been used to 

consolidate power in times of conflict, and the correlation in the United States made by 

Sommer's source, Leslie Fiedler's Love and Death in the American Novel between the U. 

S. novel and the birth of the nation, confirms the power these novels have assumed in the 

defining of national identity. 

An overwhelming majority of Chicano critics of Chicano literature agree that a 

search for identity is characteristic of Chicano literature (see Calderon, Perez-Torres, 

Rebolleda, Rivero, R. Saldivar and Tatum). This search includes, overtly or covertly, a 

search for community identity. Before a brief review of Chicano history of the late 

nineteenth century, I would like my reader to first consider an early Mexican-American 

foundational tale, not dissimilar in form from the Latin American foundational romances 

referred to above and contemporary with these: Maria Amparo Ruiz de Burton's The 

Squatter and the Don, first published in 1885. 

Even before the forced annexation of northern Mexico by the United States, 

European and North American "ethnographies" and pulp fiction were describing two, and 

only two, Mexican populations in this area: the lazy, dark, violent, sexual, poor Mexican 

and the genteel, polite, intelligent, wealthy, fair complexioned Spaniard (see Acufia, 

Gonzales, M., Limon, Padilla, Paredes and Ridge). By using "Don" in her title, Ruiz de 

Burton employs the "Spanish card" to cash in on the popularity of Anglo-European 

romanticization of southern California and to forcefully voice her opposition to the 
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disenfrancMsement, abuse and impoverishment of the Mexican-American population of 

California in 1870. The "Squatters" of her title are characterized in her novel as opposites 

of the Spanish "Don" and therefore they replace "black" in the dominant black/white 

paradigm of U. S. racism and "Spanish" replaces "white". Ruiz de Burton, as the wife of 

a northern Civil War officer, had to have been familiar with the U. S. racial paradigm of 

black and white that read, and in too many instances still does read, as bad and good. I am 

not suggesting that Ruiz de Burton subscribed to this paradigm, but she did use it to her 

advantage. The "bad" squatters were encouraged by the U. S. government to homestead, 

to settle "unsettled" lands, that were in fact owned by the "good" Mexican-Americans, 

but whose titles the government questioned along with their use. 

As other former Mexican citizens across the Southwest, don Mariano, the "Don" 

and the protagonist's, Mercedes' father, loses all to Anglo-European interests despite his 

noble "Spanish" sentiments that include heroic civility and fair play. Mercedes 

eventually marries the son of a squatter, who has unsuccessfully tried through his 

connections and money, to defend don Mariano's land. Ruiz de Burton, whose novel is 

written in English, features a "fair Spanish senorita" and her romantic involvement with 

the handsome son of a squatter, to sympathetically involve an Anglo-European 

readership in the history of the legalized robbery of the lands of the "Dons" in California. 

Ruiz de Burton, takes advantage of a historically documented common practice in the 

Southwest -European-American males married Mexican women— then debunks the 
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"anthropological" and pulp fiction stereotype of the lazy, dark, violent, sexual, poor 

Mexican with her Califomio protagonists and unites the Anglo-European in a matriarchal 

line with the Califomios. the Califomian Mexican-Americans of the nineteenth century. 

Somewhere in this story the Mexican-American patriarchal line is lost. 

In 1841, when Edgar Allan Poe published the detective genre's first tale, the 

former Mexican territory of Texas had been an independent Anglo-European govemed 

republic for fifteen years. By 1848, almost half of the territory of the Republic of 

Mexico along with this area's one hundred thousand citizens had been incorporated into 

the United States of America (Gonzales, M. 79). The Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo 

(1848) guaranteed the former Mexican citizens full rights as U. S. citizens, and guaranteed 

that their language, religion and property would be respected. These guarantees were 

rarely enforced and this population has continued to be a less than fully enfranchised 

population of the United States. An initial and continuing criticism leveled against this 

population was that they were not taking full commercial advantage of their landholdings 

(see Acuna, Griswald del Castillo, Gonzales, Pitt and Ruiz de Burton). This economic 

criticism justified the wholesale robbery of Mexican-American property and is typical of 

the veiled Anglo-European contempt for Mexican-American culture. The ideological 

contempt of the Anglo-European majority was and is supported by a U. S. national 

history and fiction whose heroes work for national goals that are defined in economic 

terms. 



A case in point comes from one novel in a series of children's novels that traces a 

family's westward movement and that was also a popular television series in the 

nineteen-seventies: Laura Ingalls Wilder's Little House series. Even though the narrator 

protagonist shows a sympathetic interest in Indians it is the comment of a neighbor, Mrs. 

Scott, that underlies the justification for the settlement of the Ingalls family in Indian 

Territory: " 'Land knows, they'd [Indians] never do anything with this country 

themselves. All they do is roam around over it like wild animals. Treaties or no treaties, 

the land belongs to the folks that'll farm it. That's only common sense and justice' " 

(211). Later the child narrator's hero, her father, assures her that the Indians are no 

threat: " 'When white settlers come into a country, the Indians have to move on. The 

government is going to move these Indians farther west, any time now. That's why we're 

here, Laura. White people are going to settle all this country, and we get the best land 

because we get here first and take our pick' " (237). The Ingalls family does however 

have to move on. 

Initially, many new Mexican-American citizens embraced the govermnent of the 

United States perhaps due to the fact that they had experienced living conditions in the 

harsh Southwestern environment, occasional undemocratic bureaucratic intrusions from 

theMexican federal government, and were confident that the government of the United 

States would pay attention to their needs and allow them to have a greater voice in their 

own governance. Beginning in 1821, the first twenty-five years of independent Mexico 
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were not administratively distinguishable from the colonial period. The governance of 

Mexico's northern states was dictated by the conservative oligarchy of central Mexico. 

Some Mexican residents fought alongside their Anglo-European neighbors for the 

independence of Texas. In California, a prominent leader of the Mexican population, 

Mariano Guadalupe Vallejo, negotiated with the "barbarous" revolutionaries of the Bear 

Republic. He did not believe that their barbarism was characteristic of the United States 

as a whole, which he believed respected democratic governance. Ultimately he learned 

otherwise (Padilla Mv Historv 77-108). 

Immediately following the annexation of northern Mexico, laws were enacted by 

the United States to divest Mexican-American property owners of their land and to 

prohibit foreign nationals from mining in California (arbitrarily these laws were not 

applied to European foreign nationals but did include U. S. citizens of Mexican ancestry). 

Denied equal access to material well-being, education and communication by mainstream 

America, the Mexican-American population became dependent on insular regional 

communities for support until after the Second World War. These communities were not 

passive, but they had relatively little means by which to communicate with each other, 

much less with the North American social and political establishment (see Acufta, 

Gonzales, M., Gomez-Quinones and Pitt). 

Romantic nationalism was just so many broken eggs for the Mexican-American 

resident of the Southwest during the second half of the nineteenth century. Mexico had 



encouraged Anglo-European immigration to the Texan homeland of this population; the 

United States seemed to offer a government by representation; Mexico's defense of this 

population, non-existent or sporadic, was initiated by the armed aggression of the United 

States. Mexico's president-dictator, Santa Ana, took payment from the United States for 

these lands and then went on to sell more land to the United States. The United States 

did not respect the guarantees of the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo. Where in all this 

mess could a "Mexican-American" even know what to call herself, establish lines of 

communication with the Californios. Nuevo Mexicanos. Teiano-Mexicanos or a less 

populous group of her same background? In all this chaos Ruiz de Burton felt the need to 

express self-affirmation. Unfortunately her book was unavailable to the majority of her 

Mexican-American contemporaries who could not read or who spoke only Spanish. How 

under these circumstances could they dream a Romantic dream of a "nation," of an 

integrated ethnicity? 

2.7. Historical Context of the Detective Genre 

Detective novels did not originate on the nineteenth-century frontier that was the 

Southwest of the United States. These were and have been in their majority, urban 

romances. For Jameson; 

the problem raised by the persistence of romance as a mode is that of 

substitutions, adaptations, and appropriations, [that] raises the question 



of what, under wholly altered historical circumstances, can have been 

found to replace the raw materials of magic and Otherness which medieval 

romance found ready to hand in its socioeconomic environment. (Political 

131) 

The emergence of the detective genre coincides with one particular "wholly altered 

historical" circumstance: the emergence of an urban police force. 

The detective genre has undergone many transformations from its romance roots, 

but what the nineteenth century expected of its newly founded police force and what 

twenty-first-century world citizens would also hope for from their police has not 

changed. The success rate of fictional (and actual) police officers has never lived up to 

that of the Romantic or contemporary fictional detective. But to dream the dream of a 

detective savior, there has to be the hope that such an occupation might be capable of 

salvation. 

A favorite hero of Romanticism was the pirate or highwayman, an outcast who 

had no choice but to turn to crime. A lovely young maid could always, tragically, 

recognize his inner goodness. The conflict between socioeconomic forces and regional 

traditions, as represented by the dashing pirate and his swooning maid, concludes with 

their heroic deaths at the hands of the king's men. To paraphrase Jameson, this 

"imaginary" solution to the conflict posits a "nostalgic" Utopia, a "salvational logic" 

where metaphysical transcendence has not lost its position in face of "nascent capitalism" 
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(Political 128,148). However, at the beginning of the eighteenth century, in England and 

in France the Industrial Revolution had swollen urban populations and crime had 

increased. The social problems of debt and vagrancy were wide-spread, and were 

criminalized. Crime and punishment were very visible; actual criminals were sung about 

in ballads and written up on broadsides, and executions were held in public. It was during 

the nineteenth century that city police forces were established in London, Paris and New 

York (see Holquist and Porter ). 

The detective story of the early nineteenth century took advantage of the 

fascination with the proliferation of crime. It was a fascination similar to that for the 

pirate narrative, however the detective narrative attempted to calm the fears of its middle 

class readership who didn't have any personal knowledge of pirates, but were all too 

aware of crime. In the detective genre, the criminal was caught and stability was restored. 

According to Michael Holquist the "historical" creation of a police force, still a tentative 

and untrustworthy organizer of chaos, confronts Poe's quintessential nineteenth-century 

Romantic poet personality; this poet, beleaguered by the Romantic horrors of chaos in his 

personal life, invented tales of ratiocination, puzzles to be solved. Perhaps in order to 

rationalize his own demons, Poe found a model for the organization and restriction of 

chaos —the police— that he seized upon as a tool to stem chaos. In fictionalizing the 

police he improved upon this model with the addition of a detective with a superior 

rational intellect who surpassed the model in the detection and resolution of crime. Poe's 



best known imitator. Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, formalized the Romantic personality of the 

detective hero and he, not Poe, established the "salvational logic" of this new romance: 

his supposedly unprejudiced intelligent detective found out even the most diabolically 

intelligent criminal. 

The detective genre has not been as developed by writers nor is it as popular 

among readers in the Spanish-speaking world as in the English-speaking countries of 

Great Britain and the United States. For some critics this is because capitalism has not 

been as strong in these countries; for others it is because democratic institutions have not 

been as strong in the Spanish-speaking world (see Alewyn, Kaemmel and Simpson). In 

my opinion the lack of interest stems from the fact that these populations have been 

subject to mercurial economic and ideological fluctuations. Both Cuba and Argentina 

during periods of infatuation with, or under the undue influence of Anglo culture, read in 

translation and produced volumes of Anglo-imitative detective fiction (see Simpson). 

Relatively speaking these were periods of domestic tranquility and powerful 

dictatorships with close Western ties (Fulgencio Batista, 1952-1958, Juan Domingo Peron 

1946-1955). 

The initiation of the Chicano detective genre, with Rolando Hinojosa's Partners in 

Crime that takes place in 1972 and was published in 1985^ responds to demographic 

changes in the United States. During World War II, Mexican-Americans began to move to 

the cities, and since the nineteen-sixties this group has been a predominantly urban 
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population. In the nineteen-sixties and nineteen-seventies, the increase in drag use and an 

increase in drug-related border crime affects the population as a whole and in particular 

that of the U. S.-Mexico border. In the nineteen-eighties there is a dramatic increase in the 

policing of the border. 

2.8. Mexican-American Romance Genre: the Corrido 

Spanish romancero (ballad poetry), based on an earlier oral genre and later adopted 

by elite poets, was in America —Mexico and the Southwest of the United States of the 

late-nineteenth early-twentieth centuries— transformed into a popular oral genre, the 

corrido. The corrido is recognized as an indigenous Mexican and Mexican-American 

genre. The persistence of an ideological message central to an original form and its 

retention in the transformed genre, is explained by Jameson with the example of 

eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Romantic elite, classical, music: 

in its emergent, strong form a genre is essentially a socio-symbolic 

message, or in other terms, that form is immanently and intrinsically an 

ideology in its own right. When such forms are reappropriated and 

refashioned [... ] this message persists and must be functionally reckoned 

into the new form. The history of music provides the most dramatic 

examples of this process, wherein folk dances are transformed into 

aristocratic forms like the minuet [. ..], only then to be reappropriated for 



new ideological (and nationalizing) purposes in romantic music. (Political 

141) 

The first published collections of romancero ("balladry"), originally an oral romance 

genre, appeared in 1545, but erudite interest began in the Court of Isabella and Ferdinand 

and coincided with the initiation of the national consolidation of Spain in 1492. Most 

critics of historical romances (ballads) consider these as fragments of lost epic poetry 

from the eighth through the eleventh centuries (see Alvar, Catal&i, Kinkade, Menendez-

Pidal, Mendoza and Nelson). Spain's medieval epic poetry, as exemplified by "El Cantar 

de Mio Cid," was not, as the chanson de eeste described by Jameson, "characterized by 

magic" (Political 131). "Otherness" was embodied by the Moorish invader and/or his 

Christian allies. When the battles of the Reconouista (711-1492) had ended and the 

conflict shifted to an ideological one, Jews (1492) and then Moslems (1502) were 

deported from Spain or forced to convert to the Catholic Church. Written historic 

romancero preserves only traces of the "history" of the conflicts of the Reconquista, but 

preserves through exaggeration (by the exclusion of more mundane artifacts associated 

with the epic hero and through erudite embellishment of the enemy's luxury) the hero's 

austerity in contrast to the villain's gluttony that later will characterize a Romantic 

Spanish ethnic/national identity. 

Mid-nineteenth-century Romantic Spain was not in the throes of the Industrial 

Revolution, but had suffered the humiliation of the French invasion of 1807 and the loss 



64 

of the majority of her American colonies by 1821. At this point in time romancero 

becomes a literary form to be emulated (by Angel Saavedra) and an object of study (by 

Mila y Fontanals). Writers and scholars alike return to the "national" romancero agenda 

of 1492: consolidation and emergence mythology. The protagonist of El moro esposito 

(1834) by Angel Saavedra is based on a series of Reconquista historical romances, the 

"Leyenda de los Infantes de Lara" ("The Legend of the Sons of Lara"), whose principal 

conflict is not between the Moors, their allies and the Christians, but between Christian 

traitors and Christian loyalists. Saavedra's rewriting of this legend positions Mudarra, 

the bastard half-Moorish son of the Christian Lara, in conflict with Christian traitors and 

in support of his Christian father. Both the Christian father and the "Moorish" son reject 

the luxury which characterizes the Moorish court, and the Christian traitors, but Saavedra 

does not characterize Mudarra's mother, Lara's lover, or her father and Mudarra's 

grandfather, the Moorish ruler of the tale. Saavedra's romance emphasizes the valuable 

"moral" lessons gained by both father and son from their relationship with their Moorish 

family. His reconstructed romance refigures the romantic conflict in terms of a morally 

superior, heterogeneous and impoverished aristocracy in conflict with an impersonalized, 

morally bankrupt and greedy aristocratic world, as personified by the Christian and 

Moorish lovers of luxury. 

A contemporary of Saavedra's was Mila y Fontanals whose published 

investigation of 1853 initiated the recovery of historical romances. In the early twentieth 
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century Menendez-Pelayo continued the work of Mila, collecting romances transmitted 

orally in Spain and he concluded, not unlike Jameson, that the "variants" of these 

romances continued to encode the history of their origin (Alvar xxv). This research has 

continued to the present day spreading from Spain to investigate and record romancero 

preserved by various populations of Peninsular diasporas. 

Romancero traveled across the Atlantic to Spanish America with the 

conquistadors, and in nineteenth-century Mexico and south Texas, perhaps 

simultaneously, romancero reappears in a modified version. The American, Mexican and 

Mexican-American, adaptation of romancero is the corrido (see Mendoza). 

A cursory review of a particular fifteenth-century Spanish romance. "La amiga de 

Bernal Frances" (according to Diaz Roig there are at least 76 variations of this romance in 

America alone), and its "evolution" into an early twentieth century Tejano corrido. 

"Elena" shows how a genre preserves traces of "the historical ground [...] in which the 

original structure was meaningful" (Jameson Political 146). Both of these romances 

narrate a tragic love triangle: a suspicious husband who has killed his wife's presumed 

lover, then disguises himself as the lover, reconfirms his suspicions of her extramarital 

affair, reveals his identity, confronts his wife and kills her. 

The chronicles of the Catholic Kings (Isabella and Ferdinand) describe Bemal 

Frances as a Spanish captain in the war against Granada (the last and decisive battle of the 

Reconquista). who was as valiant as he was greedy (Menendez-Pidal 156). The "Bemal 



Frances" of the romance collected from an oral source by Menendez-Pidal in early-

twentieth-century Spain characterizes him as a Frenchman, an obviously ahistorical 

"Reconquista" villain of a romance which most likely originated in the fifteenth century, 

but a perfect villain, a necessary enemy scapegoat for nineteenth-century Spain still 

resentful of the French invasion of 1807, the loss of the majority of her colonies in 1821 

and now suffering the final loss, in 1898, of her island possessions of Puerto Rico, Cuba, 

Guam and the Philippines to the United States. The material props of this romance of 

fifteenth-century origin, collected in twentieth-century Spain emphasize exotic luxury: 

"sabanas de Holanda" ("sheets from Holland"), "silla de plata con respaldo de marfil" ("a 

silver chair with a marble back"), bath water of "agua de toronjil" ("lemon balm essence") 

a bed of roses and a headboard of "alhelf" (a sweet-smelling type of flower) (Menendez-

Pidal 156). When the nameless wronged husband reveals himself, he promises his wife a 

dress of "fina grana" ("fine woven") lined in "carmesi" ("crimson") and proceeds to cut 

her throat. This "moral tale" goes beyond the bedroom; the wife is accused of sleeping 

with the enemy, a traditional enemy who in this case embodies not only the ostentatious 

luxury of the ancient Reconquista enemy but also the haughty grandeur of the early 

nineteenth-century French Empire and the greedy materialism of North American 

imperialism that has recently reduced the Spanish Empire to the confines of the 

Peninsula. 

In the Mexican or Tejano corrido version of the same romance, the wife's French 



lover is also killed by the wronged husband, who in the corrido is named "don Benito." 

Americo Paredes published this corrido in 1976 in A Texas-Mexican Cancionero; he does 

not give an exact date for its collection but he states that it was frequently heard "c. 

1920," a date sometime near the end of the hostilities of the Mexican Revolution. Other 

American versions of this romance collected during the twentieth century conserve the 

luxury of the Peninsular romance (see Alvar and Diaz Roig), but in the corrido. titled 

"Elena" for the wife, luxury is completely absent which would reflect the historical period 

at the end of the Mexican Revolution after the country had been devastated by ten years 

of bloodshed and chaos. As in the Peninsular version, Elena is killed by her husband, but 

unlike the Peninsular version she leaves children. The lack of a focused cohesive vision of 

post-revolutionary Mexico by the leaders of the Mexican Revolution ultimately left 

Mexico and its population in ruin and without direction. Mexico has been seen as 

orphaned by the greedy interests of its revolutionaries (see Mariano Azuela's Los de 

abaio. 1916, and Carlos Fuentes' La muerte de Artemio Cruz. 1962). Elena's adultery, 

her lack of focused commitment to her marriage is the "moral" cause of her children's 

orphanhood; she asks that they not be told of her adultery; that her children, Mexico, will 

be protected from the stigma of adultery. 

Elena's husband,"don Benito," is perhaps a reference to the Mexican President 

Benito Juarez (1861-1872) whose presidency was interrupted by the French puppet 

Empire of Mexico and without whose biography, according to Enrique Krauze, "the 



course of Mexican history in the nineteenth century" cannot be understood (160). 

Krauze, a Mexican national, highlights Ju^ez's Zapotec characteristics of "natural 

stoicism,"' "sobriety" and "industry" (160). Typical of the corrido. the song ends with 

moral advice: "Seftoras." it says, must be careful not to let what happened to the 

"crafty," "cautelosa," Elena happen to them. 

If Paredes's date of 1920 reflects the date when this corrido began to circulate the 

references to the French invasion of the nineteenth century and to Benito Juarez who 

ultimately succeeded in ousting them, seem to refer to an earlier historical period. 

However, in conjunction with the reference to Elena's orphaned children, her French lover 

can also refer to the Frenchified dictatorship of Porfirio Diaz that the Revolution toppled. 

Paredes collected this corrido in Texas; its popularity in the nineteen-twenties reflects a 

Mexican-American, Tejano sense of abandonment. The Mexican dictator Diaz ignored 

the mistreatment of Mexican-Americans and Mexican nationals in Texas and gave no 

quarter to people of these groups who fought North American abuse (see Acuna, Hart 

and Paredes). 

Two exemplary, but not unique, Mexican-American corridos. "The Ballad of 

Joaquin Murrieta" and "The Ballad of Gregorio Cortez" have as their subject matter a 

wrongly accused Mexican who fights for his rights in the United States. In both of these 

late nineteenth-century, early twentieth-century ballads community identification with 

the Mexican-American population saves the life of hero. In these two documented 
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romances of Mexican-American ethnic-national consciousness the hero outwits the 

representatives of North American authorities (see Limon Mexican and Paredes With 

His). For Paredes the "Ballad of Gregorio Cortez" represents "deadly serious" singing 

that throws out a "challenge" that represents an earnestness that he describes by the 

phrase, "I will break before I will bend" (With His 33). 

In 1954 when Paredes collected Tejano versions of the "Ballad of Gregorio 

Cortez" he lamented the fact that the song of south Texas and its epic hero were no longer 

as popular as they used to be (With His 34). His groundbreaking study of this ballad 

encouraged the scholarship of Chicano poets, songwriters, ethnographers, novelists and 

literary critics. However, Paredes was wrong about the corrido's staying power and 

defiant message being lost. There is no doubt that the corrido has continued to influence 

Chicano literature and popular culture (see Limon, Lomeli et al, Rebolledo, Rivero, 

Tatum, Perez-Torres, Saldivar, J. and Saldi'var, R). The original Spanish medieval epic 

continues to change and adapt. Its current popular reincarnation is the narco-corrido. that 

has chosen as its hero the border drug traffic king who comes across in this romance genre 

as a tragic or successful "pirate" who flouts the law on both sides of the border and in 

some cases acts as a benevolent Robin Hood providing his community with material 

assistance and protection. 
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2.9. Conventions of Detective Fiction 

In Romantic literature of the eighteenth and nineteenth century "truth" is the 

object of desire; irony is not part of Romantic fiction, nor is it a part of a formulaic 

detective novel. A reliable narrator is paramount and pleasure, not frustration, is what 

readers of the detective genre expect. "Ironic realism," is the term used by Frye to 

describe the most prestigious fictional narratives of the second half of the twentieth 

century. According to Frye contemporary realism is taken to such a point that in order to 

proceed with an analysis of the text, the critic is forced to decode the central question 

asked by the text, to find the "reality" or the "truth" behind the narrative, and then 

propose a question and an answer embedded in the text. Frye suggests that the reader 

return to the romance genre in order to understand contemporary literature, to find 

contemporary literature's underlying romance structure. For a reading of these same 

texts, that he terms "modernist," Jameson asks that the reader recognize the "absent 

presence" of "fantasy" as if it were "a word on the tip of your tongue or a dream not 

quite remembered" (Political 134-135). Ambiguity for both Frye and Jameson can be 

mapped hermeneutically by either reluming to the folktale or "original" romance. 

A formulaic detective story does not require the reader to return to romance; it 

conserves a recognizable romance form and rhetoric. Its framework follows a clear 

hermeneutic organization; it immediately announces its "question," a question that must 

be answered by the plot of the text itself. The detective story is a story whose "principal 



object" is for the reader "to discover, by an interpretation of clues, the answer to a 

problem posed at the outset" (Kermode 179). More than any other genre the detective 

genre requires "the disposition, in a consecutive narrative, of information which requires 

us to ask both how it 'fits in,' and also how it will all 'come out' " (Kermode 180). A 

formulaic text of detective fiction emphasizes the initial question and the conclusive 

answer that constitute its structural framework. Within this basic framework each text 

progresses towards resolution. Umberto Eco, David Grossvogel and Dennis Porter all 

agree that at the same time as the text proceeds towards final resolution it must digress 

and prolong the mystery. There is, of course, an infinite variety of digressive and 

progressive narratives within each text and the genre as a whole. For the reader, the 

digressive narratives may satisfy his curiosity about some picturesque contemporary 

reality, give him an insider's view of a lifestyle or occupation, transport him with 

travelogue detail to an exotic place and culture, or even affirm his affection for cats or 

jazz. However, many critics of the genre agree that those digressions that affirm the 

cultural norms of the reader's community seem to dominate the genre (see Eco, Jameson 

"On Raymond", Grossvogel, Kaemmel, Kermode and Porter). The narrative information 

that will reveal the final solution to the mystery is presented explicitly in the clues 

couched in these narratives and/or encoded implicitly by the communal values shared by 

the reader and the narrator or, in Doris Sommer's terms, the "authoral community." 

A first reading of detective fiction answers the question, "Who did it?" The 



second reading should be able to answer the question, "Why did he do it?" "The 

perpetrator of the crime was 'evil' " is an unsatisfactory answer because it only partially 

answers this question. In the contemporary genre the detective and the villain have been 

seen as representational of a polarization between good and evil. Jameson's analysis of 

romance genre removes the qualifications of "good" and "evil." First, as mentioned above, 

"evil" is a label for "other," the unknown, "alien, different, strange, unclean, and 

unfamiliar," that when unmasked is identified as the self fPolitical 115). Secondly, "good 

and evil" is an "ethical binary" of any ideology, that labels the outsider as "evil" and 

reenforces the "hold of ethical categories on our mental habits" (Political 115, 116). 

Jameson follows Nietzsche's thought on the concept of ethics: "it is ethics itself which is 

the ideological vehicle and the legitimation of concrete structures of power and 

domination" (Political 114). Therefore, in order to answer "Why did he do it?" it is 

necessaiy to investigate the ideological context of "good" and "evil" when these qualifiers 

are used or implied as labels in a particular text. 

The contemporary detective of a mystery novel is usually the "everyman," of that 

community, whose distinction is that he, or she, is more sensitive than average, similar 

but not the same as the Romantic hero described above. This detective is not the 

reclusive intellect who dominated early detective fiction and the "classic" British genre of 

the early twentieth century, but is similar to the hard-boiled detective of Depression era 

North American detective fiction. The contemporary villain tends to be associated with 



some insidious social ill, as he was in hard-boiled fiction. The classical genre's villain is an 

aberration, the one and only representative of a social or moral ill, whose removal returns 

the community to a peaceful status quo. However, in the contemporary genre the victims 

of crime are rarely entirely innocent or too blatantly guilty, at least until the novel 

finishes, of trespassing the norms of society. 

Detective novels are popular because they are predictable. As readers, we know 

that the perpetrator of the crime will be discovered even if the "clues" and the 

investigative techniques of the detective challenge credulity because we "believe" the 

narrator. A reliable narrator is central to the structure of the formulaic detective genre. 

Ambiguity is not tolerated. No matter how implausible the answers to the questions of 

"who" and "why" may seem, they are given from the narrator's organizational 

perspective and are supported by the content of the novel (Holquist 157-158). On one 

level there are "realistic'" elements in the narrative and on another level traces of an earlier 

romance genre. Both ensure detective fiction's popularity and respectively confirm the 

reader's knowledge of his red world and his inherent —if we follow Frye and Jameson-

knowledge of romance genre. In other words, readers are comforted by the affirmation of 

their communal ideology and its material representations. (I use Althusser's definition of 

"ideology" as described by Jameson: "a representational structure which allows the 

individual subject to conceive or imagine his or her lived relationship to transparent 

realities such as the social structure or the collective logic of History" (Political 30). ) 



Umberto Eco shows how ideology is expressed overtly in Ian Fleming's James 

Bond series where capitalist Britain saves the world again and again from communism; 

Grossvogel notes Agatha Christie's covert use of ideology when she employs ethnic 

identities to either lead, or mislead, her reader towards the resolution of the mystery. 

North American readers during the Depression confirmed their interpretation of 

corruption as the dominant social problem of the time and comfortably affirmed their 

moral superiority by reading Raymond Chandler's detective novels. Poe's popular 

detective, an impoverished aristocrat living in self-imposed idleness which allowed for 

close and careful observation had to be a French hero in order to be admired by the U. S 

writer. Dupin does not embody "equality" or "industry": significantly Monsieur C. 

Auguste Dupin relies on the generosity of his "independent'" American friend and 

chronicler to pay the rent. Poe's tales were much better received in France than in the 

United States, because his detective-hero is ignorant of mythological American values. 

Charles Baudelaire's translations of Poe introduced his work to Europe. (See Carlson) 

The promise of resolution, of "full hermeneutic closure," is perhaps the factor that 

most distinguishes the detective genre from other forms of contemporary literature, and is 

the factor that most directly contributes to its enduring popularity (Kermode 185, Porter 

87). The plot of a detective novel is circular. The story ends where it started either 

centered around the resolution of the crime, the murder itself, or the resolution of "Why 

are things the way they are?" as in Chandler's detective novels (Jameson "On Raymond" 



145-146). In either case there is no projection into the future. The "present" of the novel 

is the trail of clues that lead to the "past" of the crime. Detective fiction guarantees 

"closure," and this comforting pleasure can be easily found again in yet another detective 

novel. In my opinion, readers of detective fiction are notorious "addicts" of the genre 

precisely for this reason. The story conclusively ends with the reading of the novel. 

There is little or no opportunity to project a future for the protagonists, so we pick-up 

another detective novel. 

2.10. Conclusion 

It is hard to show that Chicano detective novels conform wholeheartedly to the 

closure convention of the genre. They project a future that must learn from the past 

through the present examination of that past. They are a hybrid romance genre with 

elements of both detective fiction and foundational fiction. These novels do not propose 

a return to the status quo, the sociopolitical marginalization of Mexican-Americans, but at 

the same time, like the classical and hard-boiled Anglo novels, do "require[s] us to ask 

both how it 'fits in,' and also how it will all 'come out' " (Kermode 179-180). In Chicano 

detective novels it will not all come out at the conclusion of the novel. It is hard to 

describe "closure" as one of the pleasures of reading Chicano detective fiction. "Like all 

popular literary genres —and this is confirmed by archetypal criticism as well as by 

structuralism —detective stories combine what might be called deep ideological constraints 



with surface ideological variables" (Porter 125). Chicano detective fiction moves the 

detective genre from "one social and cultural context," the Anglo-American and British, to 

another, the Mexican-American contemporary Southwest of the United States, and in 

doing so confronts the "deep ideological constraints" of the genre by departing from a 

basic tenet of the genre: hermeneutic closure or a singular "truth." 

Both Ramon Saldivar and Doris Sommer emphasize the need to recognize the 

positional ity of minority texts, dialectical and resistant, and both suggest that the 

obstacles to interpretation are in and of themselves "thematic" of what is "lost" to the 

reader. "[Chicano] narrative has provided a mediated truth about a culturally determinate 

people. [. . .] Readers and critics have assumed that to know this cultural truth one has 

simply to read the literature of that experience" (Saldfvar, R. Chicano 5). Sommer in 

reference to minority literatures states: "In a vicious circle of familiarity and 

predictability that describes some hermeneutical habits, the unanticipated lessons these 

texts could teach seem hard to read" ("Textual" 153). A reader of Chicano detective 

fiction must anticipate the characteristic hermeneutic closure of the detective genre in 

order to recognize its absence and the dialectic its absence establishes with the dominant 

detective genre. It is in the dialectic with the hermeneutic of the genre that the 

presumption of a single knowable "truth" is called into question. 

In the last chapter of his volume Is Literary Historv Possible ?. a critic of 

teleological literary histories, David Perkins rephrases his question: "Is literary history 
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necessary?" Perkins quotes Samuel Johnson (1709-1772, an English "preromantic" 

according to Marshall Brown's teleological literary history): "Whether literature is 

desirable is, Johnson agrees, debatable, for whatever may be a source of happiness can 

also be a cause of misery. But, says Johnson, if the debate is referred 'to necessity, the 

controversy is at an end' " (17). Perkins goes on to state that literary history cannot be 

written with "intellectual conviction," but that it is necessary. Perkins equates his 

suspicion of history and his recognition of its necessity with the "irony and paradox [...] 

typical of our present moment in history," the Postmodern age (17). Johnson "agrees" 

with Perkins even though he has not addressed Perkins' original question. Perkins 

prefaces Johnson's words and the analogy that he makes with the following: "this is 

modeled on a passage in Samuel Johnson which still seems crushing" (17). Literary 

history is as necessary as social history. If either is absent the ironic stance that Chicano 

detective fiction takes when it adopts a recognized genre of its oppressor and the 

paradoxical stance of a Chicano text that presumes to be detective fiction but is lacking in 

hermeneutic closure —the defining characteristic of this same genre— will be lost to the 

reader. 



3. GENERATIONS OF COMMUNITY: ANAYA AND HINOJOSA 
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The detective fiction of Rudolfo Anaya and Rolando Hinojosa breaks the 

boundaries of time that ordinarily limit a detective novel or story to a relatively short time 

period. Their more expansive time frames allow these authors to narrate the experience of 

more than one generation of Chicanos. Both authors pay homage to narrative traditions 

that have been handed down from generation to generation and that in many respects are 

uniquely Chicano. Anaya's detective novel, Shaman Winter refers to Native American 

literatures of Mexico and New Mexico. In Hinojosa's first detective novel. Partners in 

Crime. Rafe Buenrostro, a central character in previous novels, a series collectively titled 

the Klail Citv Death Trip, has become a homicide detective. Hinojosa has constructed 

Buenrostro's story, beginning with Estampas del valle v otras obras (1973), as a 

decentered narrative that recalls the oral tradition of the Chicanos of the Rio Grande 

Valley of south Texas. The works of both Anaya and Hinojosa are not imitative, but do 

reflect their academic backgrounds and their knowledge of literature. Viewed in 

conjunction they effect a transformation of previous literary genres reflective of their dual 

heritage. Native American and Spanish, and a transformation of the predominantly Anglo-

American and British detective genre. 
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3.1. Rudolfo Anaya's Shaman Winter 

Shaman Winter is the third novel in Anaya's detective trilogy of the exploits of 

Sonny Baca, Private Investigator. These novels trace Baca's career from a Chicano James 

Bond in Zia Summer to a Chicano shaman in Shaman Winter. Through the course of the 

trilogy, greater and greater spiritual commitment is required of the detective in order to 

solve the cases he is called upon to investigate. As the novels, Zia Summer (1995), Rio 

Grande Fall (1996) and Shaman Winter (1999), move toward spiritual solutions and away 

from criminal investigative solutions, it becomes clear that Anaya has used the detective 

genre framework as an introduction and an invitation to a world view that is not 

compatible with the detective genre's neat resolution of conflict. Anaya's novels develop 

three parallel narratives —contemporary, historical and metaphysical— that are not 

conclusively resolved on any of these planes. Shaman Winter entertains in a James Bond 

fashion, imparts New Mexico's history and re-writes the nineteen-sixties' Chicano 

national tale of Aztlan into a complex foundational tale. 

Anaya tells his story without making the Western distinction between "real" time 

and "dream" time; nor does he make a distinction between the literary genres of 

sociopolitical history and mythological history. In many ways, Anaya's literary style 

recalls the Nahuatl literary traditions of Itoloca and Xiuhamatl. Leon-Portilla translates 

the Nahuatl classification Itoloca as "what is said about someone or something" and 

Xiuhamatl as "annals or manuscripts of the years" (Los antieuos mexicanos 50). 
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3.1.1. A Chicano "James Bond" 

In Shaman Winter, the contemporary narrative incorporates elements of Ian 

Fleming's (1908-1964) James Bond plot: an arch-villain in conjunction with a powerful 

group of government officials threatens not only New Mexico with nuclear disaster, but 

also the democratic foundations of the United States. There are highspeed car chases and 

violent conlrontations, but the villain's plans are foiled by using modem technology; 

again. Sonny Baca saves New Mexico and the United States. Shaman Winter also outlines 

the history of New Mexico, beginning with the Spanish expedition and colonization by 

Onate in 1598. However, throughout the novel a Native American perspective informs 

both the contemporary James Bond narrative and the historical text. Times of chaos in 

the past are revisited; real and present danger is confronted on the contemporary plane, 

but in the end the shamanistic powers that the detective has learned to respect and utilize 

stabilize the situation by connecting the two temporal planes, the past and the present. 

Sonny Baca, in this third novel of Anaya's trilogy, is a handsome thirty-

something Chicano male, confined to a wheelchair because of his last exploit as a 

detective. He is fortunate to have the company of two beautiful women, who between 

them satisfy his every need: " 'I feel like James Bond getting rescued by two lovely 

women,' Sonny said, taking a hot tortilla from the plate and slapping butter on it. 'James 

Bond doesn't hold a candle to you,' Rita said, placing a plate of huevos rancheros in front 

of him" (Shaman 282-83). Sonny is in the company of his girlfriend Rita and in the 



company of Lorenza, a Mend of Rita's and one of his spiritual teachers. James Bond? 

Indeed! 

"Narrative Stractures in Fleming" by Umberto Eco provides a useful starting 

point for an analysis of Shaman Winter: "The novels of Fleming seem to be built on a 

series of oppositions which allow a limited number of permutations and intersections" 

(97). Eco lists these oppositions in terms of a series of relationships between "opposing 

characters" and/or "values" that along with four other levels of narrative structure define 

Fleming's detective fiction (108). He points out that the pairs on this list, "do not 

represent 'vague' elements but 'simple' ones that are immediate and universal" (97). In 

the first two novels Sonny, like Bond, is a playboy who never formalizes his relationship 

with his girl friend Rita, and, just as with Bond, the villain uses Rita to entrap Sonny. 

Lorenza is introduced in Zia Summer: she is a curandera who was enlisted by Rita to help 

Sonny recover from the trauma of his cousin's murder. Lorenza's role in the novels 

increases in each subsequent volume. Sonny learns from her, but he is also attracted to 

her, a situation that the villain attempts to use to his advantage. Rita represents Sonny's 

immediate and universal needs, for food (she has a restaurant and is a great cook) and love: 

Lorenza represents his need for healing care. Anaya separates two characteristics of 

woman —carnal and spiritual— by using the two women, Rita and Lorenza, who are 

friends to represent them. However, for Sonny this distinction is sometimes blurred as he 

lustfully contemplates Lorenza or contemplates his spiritual union with Rita. Together 



the two central females of the narrative not only represent Sonny's immediate and 

universal needs, but also, from Eco's perspective, an oppositional relationship between 

Sonny, male, and Rita-Lorenza, female, as in "Bond-Woman." 

The first of the oppositional relationships described by Eco is that between Bond 

and M, Bond's superior and the Director of Her Majesty's Secret Service. M is seen as 

having a "global view" and "a superiority" over Bond (98). Don Eliseo, Sonny's aged 

neighbor, introduced in Zia Summer, plays the role of Sonny's "M". Like M, don Eliseo 

is "always present as a warning" even if he is not a participant in the exploits of the 

detective (Eco 98). The villain of the trilogy is always played by the same character, but, 

not unlike the different characters who act the villain's role in the Bond series, Anaya's 

villain, Raven takes on various forms and different names in each novel, while performing 

the same function in the oppositional relationship, "Bond-Villain." Sonny is "a regular 

guy, one of la plebe, one of the vatos" (Shaman 359), like the "absolutely ordinary 

person" who Bond is (Eco 98). Bond does not exercise "superhuman faculties"; according 

to Eco, it is Bond's "obstinate fidelity" to his superior that allows him to "overcome 

superhuman ordeals" (98). Sonny's dogged pursuit of his own "soul," as overseen by 

don Eliseo, allows him to triumph over the villain (Shaman 357). However, from a Bond 

perspective, as described by Eco, Sonny does exercise "superhuman faculties." In 

Shaman Winter. Sonny has learned from don Eliseo to physically enter his dreams, and in 

his sixth dream he nullifies the villain Raven's powers, frees those whom Raven has 



captured in the spiritual and in the physical world and saves New Mexico from a nuclear 

disaster. A conventional Western separation of these spiritual and physical worlds 

collapses as one penetrates the other, mixes with the other and all borders between them 

are erased in the space of Sonny's dream. 

Anaya has drawn a structural parallel between Sonny and Bond, don Eliseo and 

M, Raven and any one of Fleming's arch-villains. By extending the structural parallel 

between "sou!" and "obstinate fidelity," it becomes clear that Anaya questions a 

conventional definition of "superhuman" and the separation of spiritual and physical 

worlds and offers an alternative solution for the unification of the physical and the 

spiritual. 

"Play situations and the story as a 'game' " is the second structural element of 

Fleming's James Bond fiction as outlined by Eco. "Play situations" in James Bond 

novels narrate Bond's participation in games of chance, strategy and physical dexterity; 

gambling, chess or bridge, and golf. Eco describes the "story as a 'game,' " as a challenge 

familiar to all readers of Fleming: the rules are known, the outcome is known, but the 

"variation" of the moves is what is unknown and what gives the reader pleasure. "The 

scheme is invariable in the sense that all the elements are always present in every novel" 

(108). The oppositional pairs presented in each James Bond narrative work like chess 

pieces; they are strictly limited in their moves, but it is the ever changing combination of 

moves that gives novelty and risk to the plot. The roles are mere rhetorical devices used 



to encourage the reader to follow the game. If, after reading Zia Simamer. we assumed that 

Sonny Baca will face the same villain, will be supported by the same contingent of 

helpers, that his dreams will play an important role in his success as a detective and that 

he will successfully nullify the villain's power in each successive novel, we would be 

rewarded for our predictions. 

A "Manichean ideology" is still another level of Fleming's narrative structure. 

According to Eco, Fleming's narrative is Manichean "for operative reasons" (115). He 

uses the oppositions of "Free World and Soviet Union," Anglo-Saxon racial purity and 

non-Anglo or racially mixed ("Great Britain and Non-Anglo-Saxon Countries") in the 

same manner as the oppositional pair that Eco labels "beauty and grotesque 

monstrosity." Whether Fleming uses Manichean oppositions as purely rhetorical 

devices, as Eco suggests, or actually subscribes to their ideological content, there is no 

doubt that they form a key element in his narrative structure. Eco's usage of the term 

"Manichean" to describe the opposition between good and evil in Fleming's Bond reduces 

the term to an "elementary" usage that is devoid of any nuances of good or evil (115). 

The oppositions in Fleming are "elementary" due to the fact that Bond, and those allied 

with him, cannot represent evil and conversely the villain can never have any association 

with good. Without this clear distinction between good and evil, the "rules" of the game 

would become obscured. 

An initial reading of Anaya's trilogy, particularly Zia Summer, could suggest that 



Raven is a selfish, militant environmentalist whose project is to destroy the earth in order 

to save it from humankind, and that he stands in direct opposition to Sonny, who is also 

an environmentalist, but one with a more profound and constructive connection to earth. 

Sonny can be seen as a dedicated guardian of nature, a sort of New Age Native American, 

in the same way that James Bond is seen as a free-wheeling, but dedicated guardian of 

Western Democracy. The arch-villain's militant environmentalism could be seen as 

representative of a pro-active Euro-American, or an eco-terrorist approach to 

conservation and Sonny's environmentalism is representative of a Native American 

relationship with the environment. 

3.1.2. Pre-Columbian Mysteries 

However, Anaya's oppositional pairs use a different game board. His use of 

Manichean rhetoric may appear to be reminiscent of Fleming and as such serves as 

rhetorical "bait" to engage his reader. However, the opposition between Raven and 

Sonny is closer to Asian Manichaeism that views good and evil nuanced by each other 

respectively and the battle between good and evil as never ending. Anaya views 

opposition itself as the expression of the union of dualities, of one that is also two. In 

one of Sonny's dreams, the Coyote, his guardian animal spirit, or naeual. says to him, 

"There are not two worlds. Dream and waking, it's all the same. Raven and the sorcerers 

separated the worlds. They set themselves up as the priests who could take you into the 



dreams to interpret them. But the road of symbols is clear to anyone who wills to see" 

fShaman 261). Like the Nahuatl gods of creation, Tezcatlipoca and Quetzalcoatl, the 

destructive wind and the gentle wind, the deceiving magician and the gentle ruler of Tula, 

Raven and Sonny are one together and in opposition. 

Don Eliseo and the stories he tells link contemporary New Mexican spirituality, 

both Native American and syncretic Christian, with their origins that are to be found, 

according to Sonny's dreams, in sixteenth-century Mexican indigenous and Spanish 

cultures. Don Eliseo tells Sonny a "story" of a pair of trickster brothers, a common pair 

in Hopi, Navajo and Pueblo Indian mythologies. In his story the brothers are Raven and 

Coyote who saved "the people," the human race, and returned them to earth's surface. 

With the help of the two of them. Raven, who broke the surface with his sharp bill, and 

Coyote, whose long tail gave them the means to climb out from their hole, the people 

were able to emerge on earth's surface. But the people, "in their haste [,..] had left their 

dreams behind," and "[. . .junfortunately the evil sorcerers also grabbed Coyote's long 

tail, and so they, too came to live on earth" (Shaman 271-273). Coyote and Raven taught 

the people how to feed themselves and how to respect life. But the "evil sorcerers" were 

jealous of the respect the people had for Coyote and Raven and initiated a competition 

between them, a competition for the recovery of the dreams of mankind. Both the 

Coyote and the Raven failed to deliver these dreams whole: the dreams were "dropped" 

by both and "fractured." Like all tricksters Coyote and Raven are egotistical and continue 
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"arguing and pulling tricks on each other to this day" (Shaman 271-273). Coyote and 

Raven are related in opposition, and in origin and purpose, which is not true of the 

relationship between Bond and his enemies, but is true of the relationship between Sonny 

and his arch-enemy. Raven. 

The gods of Native American belief systems frequently are dual deities that are 

representative of linked oppositions, like man and woman. However, opposition does 

not properly express the nature of these relationships within a Native American belief 

system. For example, the Native Americans of the Southwest, and those of the Central 

Plateau of Mexico have always had to contend with a tenuous water supply for their 

agriculture. In these geographies water can be too little or too much, but rarely is exactly 

what is necessary. The relationship between the gods, in many cases twins, is 

representative of the constant negotiation for balance between the various forces of 

nature. This is not precisely a battle between good and evil, but more like a juggling act; if 

the power of one side of the duality is in ascendance this may temporarily stabilize the 

relationship, but if this power overwhelms the complementary power, the balance is lost, 

disaster follows and until the power of the other twin begins its ascendance chaos reigns. 

It is important to note that the experience of the Mexican and the Nuevo Mexicano has 

been over time that of a duality: Spanish and Native American. The duality, mestizo, has 

variously privileged one or the other of its "twins" and has been both the destroyer and 

the preserver of Native American belief systems. Anaya has taken the Nuevo 



Mexicano's experience of the Native American belief system as the theme and as an 

organizational tool of his trilogy. Don Eliseo's "religion" represents a balance between 

Christianity and Southwestern indigenous beliefs. There are clear references in Shaman 

Winter to the syncretic beliefs of Native American-Spanish Christianity, to Navajo, Hopi 

and New Mexican Pueblo tribal beliefs, as exemplified in don Eliseo's story of Raven and 

Coyote, and there are also links to Nahuatl religious beliefs, and its wealth of literature, 

that we will explore below. 

Creation mythologies enact a people's view of themselves in relationship to their 

environment; they are reflective of the self-perception of a particular culture. The Judeo-

Christian-Islamic myth posits a singular deity through whose singular will the cosmos is 

created, and in whose image man is created, who in turn is then given dominion over the 

earth. The singularity of this view and the relationship of man to earth is reiterated again 

in the covenant that god-creator establishes with man after the flood. In the Nahuatl 

myth of the creation of the sun and moon, creation is the joint, and often conflictive, 

effort of a group of gods, male and female. In a comprehensive reading of the Florentino 

Codex version of the Nahuatl myth of the creation of the sun and the moon, Patrick 

Johansson deconstructs the Nahuatl transcription of this myth and is able to present an 

example that demonstrates not only the organizational characteristics of Nahuatl poetics, 

but also the relationship of the transcribed myth to the Nahuatl belief system. In 

reference to the concept of duality as demonstrated in the text of this myth Johansson 
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writes the following: 

El establecimiento de la dualidad es el acontecimiento mas transcendental 

en terminos ontologicos para el hombre. Este desdoblamiento de la unidad 

separa el sujeto del objeto. El mito de la Creacion distingue claramente una 

dualidad "gemelar" no diferenciada que precede una dualidad diferenciada 

(masculino/femenino, luz/oscuridad etcetera). La segunda se obtiene a 

partir de la primera mediante un acto transcendental (conejo en la luna) que 

altera la identidad. For lo tanto, en terminos miticos el dos es ambivalente; 

puede expresar una dualidad gemelar muy cercana a la unidad o bien 

manifestar una dualidad diferenciada con caracter dinamico. (119-120) 

From a Judeo-Christian-lslamic perspective, or a Pop-Western James Bond perspective, 

the subject/object separation and inversions, the ambivalent value of "two," and the 

alteration of identities are all perplexing. 

A less metaphysical example of Nahuatl "co-dependency" between opposites is 

reflected in the Nahua's initial classification of their literature: Itoloca and Xiuhamatl. In 

Nahuatl poetics, Itoloca. an oral genre, recounts sociopolitical history and mythological 

history as simultaneously witnessed occurrences, that are ever-present. Xitihamatl. a 

written genre, lists not only the attire and attributes of the gods but also the tributes the 

Aztecs received from their vassals, and thus also integrates the spiritual and the physical. 

Examples of Xiuhamatl are still to be found in a very limited number of codices that 



survived the conquest, and to a certain extent on relief sculpture and on pottery 

(Robertson 10). Xiuhamatl recalled, or prompted, the readings by the priests and scribes 

of the Nahuatl narratives, Itoloca. We could, for example, make a very simplistic 

comparison between the relationship of Xiuh^atl to Itoloca and the relationship of 

"dots" to the connecting "lines" in a "connect the dots" picture. It is possible to have an 

idea of the final picture before all the dots are connected, but until all the dots are 

connected the whole picture cannot be appreciated. The limitations of the written genre, 

XiuhmatL prohibited the transcription of nuances such as motive, but the Nahuas, like 

the Medieval bards, iuelares. of the Spanish Reconauista (Bailey 256) and like the 

indigenous people of New Mexico, had a long tradition of oral transmission, that under 

the Aztecs was systematized and taught in their education centers (Leon-Portilla Los 

antiguos 65-66). 

Johansson's analysis of the myth of the sun and the moon refers to the five 

principal classes of Nahuatl glyphs: numbers, dates, objects, ideas, and phonemes that 

Leon-Portilla has described (Leon-Portilla Los antieuos 56). The myth of the sun and the 

moon in the Florentino Codex is a post-conquest transcription that uses the Spanish 

alphabet to represent the narrative that was communicated to Sahagun orally in Nahuatl 

by native informants. These informants referred to "pictures" as they told their 

histories/myths (Robertson 169). Even though Johansson is working with a phonetic 

transcription of the Nahuatl myth, represented by characters of the Spanish alphabet, the 



relationships that he charts between the various elements of the oral "text," Itoloca. 

continue to be shaded by the pre-conquest glyph register, Xiuhamatl. One example in his 

analysis is the connection he makes between two passages in the narrative where the two 

gods who become the moon and the sun are selected. 

The two gods are Tecuciztccatl, whose name can be translated as caracol. 

"seashell," and Nanahuatzin, purulento or bubosillo. the "putrid" or "scabby" one. The 

first god, Tecuciztecatl volunteers, Teteoe. ca nehuatl nivez. "O dioses vo sere" ("Oh 

gods I will be") and the second god, Nanahuatzin, is chosen by the group of gods, 

Tetehuatl tivez. Nanahuatze. "Tu seras Nanahuatzin" ("You will be Nanahuatzin") 

(Johansson 121). Johansson underscores a three-level relationship between these two 

lines of the narrative: first as a grammatical alternation between "I" and "you," of 

deity/ies and a heavenly body/heavenly bodies, secondly as a vocal alternation between 

the phonemes "n" and "t," and lastly the semantic alternation between subject and object. 

Johansson's analysis is semiotic, but for this reader these three levels of the relationship 

between Tecuciztecatl and Nanahuatzin also bring to mind a visual and more immediate, 

less analytic and distant, positional relationship that is supported by the narrative, and 

by Johansson's charting of the narrative (112-117). 

Tecuciztecatl's name "seashell" makes this god representative of an intra-uterine 

state; this god is neither male nor female at this point (96). Nanahuatzin, soon to sacrifice 

himself, is close to death, and as the "putrid" and "scabby" one, his disfigurement 
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obscures Ms gender creating an androgenous figure (Leon-Portilla Los antiguos 26). There 

is no graphic representation of these gods that I am familiar with, but their names in and 

of themselves cannot be devoid of a graphic image. The graphic images would have been 

present in a now lost pre-conquest codex, the Xiuhfetatl. that originally accompanied the 

Itoloca analyzed by Johansson. 

In Shaman Winter a romanticized mythological history trames the narrative and 

symbolic and physical evidence are of equal importance. Nevertheless, Anaya outlines 

New Mexico's history by referring to documented historical events and his detective 

evaluates physical evidence. Furthermore, a glyphic register recorded on a Toltec bowl; 

the "Bowl of Dreams of the Americas," encodes in its glyphs a history, whose outline the 

detective has read in written texts, but only through his dreams will he be able to narrate 

the full history encoded by the glyphs (159). Don Eliseo tells Sonny that in order to read 

the different "dreams" encoded on the bowl he will "have to go into each one to 

understand it" (163). The glyphs on the Toltec bowl tell this history and it is only after 

having learned to enter and order his dreams through his spiritual education that the 

detective is able to "read" the glyphs of the Toltec bowl (159-163). The glyphs on the 

bowl encode the "Mesoamerican myth of creation," the creation of four different "suns" 

that "bring [. . .] us to the present age," "the fifth sun" (162). At this point, during the 

fifth sun, life is again threatened, the life of the sun itself. Raven is amassing the 

necessary spiritual tools to stop the sun's movement and plunge the world again into 
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darkness. 

In his detective trilogy, Anaya incorporates images that are reminiscent of 

elements used in Southwestern indigenous culture that have been well documented in pre-

Columbian Nahuatl culture —colors, numbers, cardinal directions, celestial calendrical 

dates, physical attributes or costumes— as representations of the gods and their 

relationship to myth/history. The author has entitled each volume in the series for a 

season of the year; summer, fall and winter. In Shaman Winter, and in the first novel of 

the trilogy, Zia Summer, the solstice is the villain's and the defender's date of triumph or 

defeat. Numbers in all the novels organize the actions of Raven. The names of the two 

principal actors, "Raven" and "Sonny," provide a "color" for each: black, the color of ash 

and smoke, and yellow, the color of com and the sun, respectively. Their animal spirits, 

naguals. the raven and the coyote are part of the descriptions of nature. Anaya is well 

known for his descriptions of nature; nature is a protagonist in his fiction. The coyote 

and the raven in the mystery trilogy extend the protagonist role of nature beyond "real" 

time. Both are animals native to the New Mexican landscape, and are naguals and as such 

are actors in the dream time of the novels both united with and separate from the 

protagonists, Raven and Sonny. When either a raven or a coyote appears in the real time 

of the novel the reader knows that either Raven's or Sonny's shamanistic powers are in 

ascendancy. Both Sonny and Raven have worn the gold medallion of the Zia sun; it is 

representational of their common origin, their connection with the beginning of history 



and with the life-giving sun. Also, as we will elaborate below, each dream of New 

Mexican history relates to one of the cardinal points of the compass. 

The historic periods that Sonny returns to in his dreams are periods of crisis, of 

confrontation and of chaos; these periods also represent the four directions of the 

compass that were of mythological significance for the Nahuatl and still are for Native 

American populations in New Mexico. The sites of Sonny's dreams are as follows: the 

Spanish conquest and subjugation of the Native American populations of New Mexico 

that began in 1598 on the southern border of New Mexico along the Rio Grande; the 

Pueblo Revolt of 1680 in the north that completely routed the Spanish from New 

Mexico; from the east, the penetration of United States Colonel Stephen Kearny's army 

that entered and conquered New Mexico in 1846, and on the northwestem llano (plains), 

the actions of wandering landless veterans of the Civil War who violently displaced the 

Nuevo Mexicanos. The second-to-last dream returns to the south and suggests 

contemporary problems faced by Mexican-Americans: in the company of his great

grandfather, Elfego Baca, Sonny returns to a now armed and deadly U. S.-Mexican border 

and to the conflicts that occurred during the Mexican Revolution at the beginning of the 

twentieth century. At each of these critical points in New Mexican history Raven 

appears as a participant, and we conclude that he is the bearer of the chaos and death that 

afflicts the population and in Sonny's dreams robs him of his four ancestral grandmothers 

starting with Owl Woman. 



Parallels can be drawn between the character of Raven and the Toltec magician-god 

Tezcatlipoca and between Sonny and the Toltec prince-priest-god Quetzacoatl. The 

Aztecs traced their cultural origins to the Toltecs whose great city, Tula, began to suffer 

internal discord during the eleventh century. Nahuatl texts identified Quetzacoatl as a 

priest and ruler of Tula who was visited and tricked by Tezcatlipoca into drunkenness. 

In a drunken sleep Quetzacoatl committed incest and then in shame abandoned Tula. The 

"Bowl of Dreams of America" is an obsidian bowl, shinny black like the color of a raven's 

feathers, and of the same material as the "smoky mirror" that is the translated name of 

Tezcatlipoca. The glyph of Quetzacoatl, the "plumed serpent" appears on the bowl 

along with glyphs that seem to represent Sonny —the Zia Sun and the horns of a cow. 

The Zia Sun is a symbol of the Native Americans of New Mexico and the state symbol. 

A cow, "vaca." was Sonny's ancestor's last name and, with a change in spelling, is 

Sonny's last name, "Baca." Quetzacoatl was recognized as the priest of Ometeotl, the 

supreme dual deity, the "Senora de nuestra came, Senor de nuestra came" who were those 

who gave light (Leon-Portilla Literatura 39). Each morning Sonny witnesses don Eliseo as 

he addresses "Los Senores y las Senoras de la Luz" f Shaman 408). Nahuatl myth and 

Spanish conquest histories that describe Quetzacoatl as the ruler of Tula, stress that he 

forbade human sacrifice. Among their many attributes, Quetzacoatl and Tezcatlipoca 

represent two manifestations of the wind: the gentle wind that brings rain and the brutal 

wind that causes destruction (Marti 94, 109). This distinction and parentage is not 



unknown to Sonny, "Sonny mused. Raven was his alter ego, his other self, the dream of 

chaos" (Shaman 377). 

After having established themselves for a little more than a century in the Valley 

of Mexico, the Aztecs were still treated as newcomers. In 1426 an extraordinary figure 

became the advisor to Aztec emperors; Tlacaelel was the power behind the throne until 

his death in 1481. His political, economical and judicial re-organization, along with his 

administrative changes paved the way for, and sustained, the powerful Aztec military 

theocracy until the Spanish conquest in 1521. Underlying the administrative changes was 

Tlacaelel's re-organization of the religious state that was supported textually by the re

writing of Aztec history; Quetzacoatl became a minor deity and the number of human 

sacrifices to the Aztec sun-god, Huitzilopochtli, were significantly increased (see 

Townsend). It was under Tlacaelel's direction that a party was sent to find Aztlan and 

establish the Aztec place of origin; they returned from the north and their successful 

journey was recorded. They had observed Coatlicue, Huitzilopochtli's mother, and had 

given her presents (see Leon-Portillo, Literatura). The Aztecs had acquired such power 

that they were able to re-write their history. While musing over the case, the textual 

histories of New Mexico and the manipulation of computer records from Los Alamos 

Nuclear facilities, "Sonny thought, history glorifies those who write it. We need to arm 

ourselves with computers and write our history, our punto de vista. Why not curanderas 

armed with computers? They would explain the healing process don Eliseo knew so 
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well" (Shaman 381). 

The tales of the Nuevo Mexicanos that Sonny has heard from don Eliseo's stories 

and those of his generation, along with the books and newspapers he finds in the public 

and imiversity libraries have provided sufficient information for a successful nullification 

of Raven's powers in Zia Summer and Rio Grande Fall. However in Shaman Winter. 

Sonny decides that if he is going to be able to find out how Raven has gained access to the 

Los Alamos nuclear facility he will need to enlist a computer hacker. The data found by 

the hacker —telephone, travel and surveillance records— is used by Sonny to successfully 

link Raven with a powerful national conspiracy, the "Avengers." whose members are 

prominent government officials. The computer data in and of itself does not provide the 

narrative framework that, for example, don Eliseo's stories do, but instead is a listing of a 

mixed bag of raw data that can be seen as either a listing of material properties or as a 

listing of personality characteristics from a James Bond perspective, but also as a sort of 

Nuevo Mexicano twentieth-century Xiuhamatl. 

Shortly before the climactic scene of the novel. Sonny's last dream. Raven has 

kidnapped tliree female leads of traditional Christmas pageants. With the help of the 

young computer hacker. Sonny is able to find out when the next traditional Christmas 

pageant will take place, learn the name of the girl who is to play the female lead and 

proceed to the performance location. She is a piece of a "story," one of the "dots" so to 

speak. Sonny recognizes her because of her "attire." This is the data that identifies her as 
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the next victim and that consists of a date (Raven's plan must be completed before the 

winter solstice), a Christmas pageant (the other three victims were kidnapped at a 

pageant), the leading female of the pageant (all victims have had the female lead in a 

pageant) and her name (she is Celeste, the first three girls were Consuelo, Catalina, and 

Carmen). Using this list of "'attributes." a Nuevo Mexicano "Xiuh^atl." Sonny is able 

to complete the last "paragraph" of the "Itoloca." the narrative that began with the first 

kidnapping, and go to the scene of the fourth and last kidnapping. 

The data that Sonny collects that describes Celeste's pending kidnapping 

completes a pattern that was outlined by the three previous kidnappings. Preceding each 

kidnapping Sonny's dreams have returned him to a specific point in New Mexico's 

history and there, in all but one of his dreams and in his last dream, he witnesses the 

abduction of one of his "grandmothers" by Raven. It is never clear from a "logical" James 

Bond perspective why Raven needs the young women. However, following the "logic" 

of Sonny's dreams we realize that every time Raven kidnaps one of Sonny's 

grandmothers the chance that Sonny himself will cease to exist increases. After the four 

grandmothers and the four girls have been kidnapped, again following the "logic" of 

Sonny's dreams, we realize that the waning sun of the solstice in combination with the 

directional power of the four points of the compass, in the present as represented by the 

girls and in the past as represented by the grandmothers, have consolidated Raven's 

powers over the present and the past. At this point in the novel, Rita, who has only just 



found out that she is pregnant with Sonny's child, must be rushed to the hospital; she has 

suffered a miscarriage and lost the baby. The implication is that now Raven has assumed 

power over the future (Shaman 400). After Soimy's first dream where Owl Woman, his 

"first" grandmother, was captured by Raven, Sonny asks don Eliseo, " 'But if he 

captured Owl Woman, if he took her away from Andres Vaca, and thus kept their child 

from being bom, why am I still here?' " Don Eliseo answers, " 'There are four roots to a 

man's history,' [...] 'as there are four sacred directions from the Center. Four quadrants 

of the universe. He needs to take four grandmothers in order to kill your spirit' " (43). 

Sonny is unable to stop Celeste's kidnapping, but while pursuing her and Raven 

the van Sonny is riding in overturns. After the jolt of the accident. Sonny regains the use 

of his legs. Because Sonny now has the use of his legs, he is able to hold up and 

manipulate the only weapon capable of nullifying Raven's power, a New Mexican Native 

American dream-catcher that don Eliseo has made for him. In the sequence that follows 

Sonny, don Eliseo and Chica, Sonny's dog, confront Raven. Sonny constructs his sixth 

dream and commands Raven's presence; in his joy at seeing the kidnapped girls and his 

grandmothers. Sonny finds himself tricked into Raven's circle of power. Chica and don 

Eliseo enter the circle to protect Sonny; don Eliseo is killed by Raven and Chica is 

wounded by Raven's ravens. Sonny and Chica are able to move out of the circle, and 

Sonny is able to trick Raven into his own sphere of power and pass him through the 

dream catcher. Thus, Sonny captures Raven's dream and nullifies his power. All 
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elements —the computer information, the high speed chase, the accident, the loss of 

paralysis, the ordering of the dream, the physical battle and Sonny's success with the 

dream catcher— create a sequence of events that follow the organizational logic of the 

novel. The past and the projected future acted upon in present dreams surround and 

penetrate the contemporary physical world; all are but permeable levels of one interacting 

space. It is this underlying logic, more than the imposed detective format, that organizes 

Anaya's sociopolitical-mythological history of New Mexican Chicanos. 

3.1.3. A Shaman's Foundational Tale 

Even though it may very well be the case that Anaya's historical perspective is 

resistant to Western "logic,"Anaya has "invited us in as participants" through his use of 

the James Bond narrative (Sommer "Textual" 151). Leon Portilla writes, "Si quiere 

penetrar de veras en la conciencia nahuatl, habra que buscar ante todo su concepto propio 

y especi'fico de las instituciones culturales, que al menos en apariencia, se piensa que 

guardan semejanza [...]." (Leon-Portilla Los antiguos 50). At the very least the reader is 

obligated, paraphrasing Leon-Portilla, to look for and take into account, the writer's own 

specific concepts of his cultjjral institutions; the reader should look further than any 

apparent similarity, "ao^gncia" ("^pearance"), these cultural institutions may have to 

our own. 

When reading Anaya's Shaman Winter, the following comment by Sommer 
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concerning the analytical stance she adopted when reading Latin American foundational 

tales becomes important: 

From those hegemonizing (homogenizing) books I could (correctly) assume 

that readers were being invited in as participant observers in the love 

affairs that generated countries. Identification with the frustrated lovers 

whose union could produce the modem state was precisely the desired 

effect on the tenuous citizenry of newly consolidated countries. It was a 

mirror effect that survived mass distribution to required readers, who were 

told, in that dangerously democratic embrace of compulsory education that 

their differences from the elite lovers did not really matter. ("Textual" 

151-52) 

Anaya uses the James Bond model of detective fiction to invite a mass audience to 

witness the "elite lovers," Sonny and Rita who —by means far removed from our "mass 

audience" James Bond perspective— are capable of knowing so much more. And then, 

with each subsequent volume, he begins to abandon the logic of James Bond and adopt 

the logic of a foundational tale told from a perspective heavily indebted to Native 

American cultural institutions. 

At the beginning of Shaman Winter. Sonny dreams of his ancestor, Andres Vaca, 

an experienced Spanish soldier with Juan de Onate's party of soldiers and settlers, who in 

1598 have just crossed the Rio Grande and whose mission is to settle and Christianize 
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what will become New Mexico. However, Andres is chosen by a young Native American 

shaman. Owl Woman, as her mate. She initiates their marriage, a marriage of cultures, by 

bathing him with water from the Rio Grande which she pours from a Toltec bowl. (We 

will address this historical impossibility shortly). This same bowl turns up in the hands 

of Raven and is the vessel that he uses to transport a plutonium core. The bowl is 

recovered by the authorities at Los Alamos nuclear laboratory, lost again to Raven and 

recovered from him by Sonny. In his dreams Sonny reads the glyphs on the bowl that 

combine with his conscious reading of published New Mexican history. The bowl 

physically takes him into the last dream of the book, the episode described above, where 

he is able to rescue his past, his grandmothers, from Raven's power. 

There are many outstanding similarities between Anaya's detective trilogy and his 

novel Bless Me. Ultima that Ramon Saldfvar analyzes in his volume Chicano Narrative. 

Dialectics of Difference. Using as his starting point Hector Calderon's "Rudolfo Anaya's 

Bless Me. Ultima: a Chicano Romance of the Southwest" and Calderon's interpretation of 

Jameson's "notions of 'metacommentary' and the 'political unconscious,' " Ramon 

Saldivar finds that 

Bless Me. Ultima [. . ,] can be said to capture in the form of romance a 

critical and complex transition period in the literary-cultural history of the 

Southwest; the simultaneous existence within Chicano communities of 

pre-Columbian myths, beliefs, legends, and superstitions, and mid-
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twentieth-century technological, literate, mass-media culture. (108). 

Saldivar's analysis posits an oppositional relationship between Anaya's "subtext" --"the 

story of contemporary New Mexico with all its most problematic features"— and the 

"romance" that projects "a wish-fulfilling resolution of contradictions" told by the first 

person narrator. (125). The same can be said of the detective trilogy: there is an 

opposition between problems of contemporary New Mexico at the level of the James 

Bond detective novel and a "romance," Sonny's and Rita's, that projects a "wish-

fulfilling resolution of contradictions." Saldivar's analysis is informative of the socio

political space that the Chicano occupies in the Southwest, and it also posits a 

relationship between literary-cultural history and sociopolitical history that in part 

explains Anaya's use of romance at this particular point in the history of contemporary 

Chicano literature. However, in my opinion Anaya dialogues with pre-Columbian poetics 

in order to undermine oppositional binary relationships that have notoriously informed 

the dominant Anglo-American representations of minorities. 

I disagree with Saldivar's description of Bless Me. Ultima as a "romantic, 

mystical celebration of a racial collective unconscious unity with the world spirit" (103). 

I believe that Anaya dialogues with two literary traditions, Anglo detective-spy fiction 

and Nahuatl poetics, and neither his references to one nor the other of these traditions 

imply the existence of a "racial collective unconscious unity with the world spirit." 

Saldivar's analysis of Bless Me. Ultima criticizes those interpretations of Anaya's' Bless 
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Me. Ultima that have used Jungian archetypal criticism, or have limited their perception 

of "racial collective unconscious" with a universalist perspective. Saldi'var is at pains to 

construct an analysis that debunks Anaya's own interests in Jungian psychology and its 

universalist implications when he quotes Anaya in a footnote, " 'What we must not 

forget is that beneath the surface [of particular cultural symbols] we will find the 

archetypes and the values and the primal symbols which we share in common with all 

mankind' "'(111). 

In Saldi'var's last words on Bless Me. Ultima, he presents this conclusion: 

Unlike other Chicano narratives with which we have dealt. Bless Me. 

Ultima cancels out "realism," attempting to cross it out and lift it up to a 

higher realm of truth, as in some Hegelian dialectic. The facticity of this 

precritical idealist venture is nowhere more evident nor more dissatisfying 

than in Anaya's writings, which impose upon us the burden of restoring 

the whole socially concrete subtext of nineteenth- and twentieth-century 

Southwestern history, mythified and reified on so many levels of Utopian 

compensation. The popular and critical success of his narrative, making it 

the most widely read of Chicano works by both Mexican American and 

Anglo audiences, emphasizes the difficulty of maintaining history and the 

extent to which we all desire to turn away from it. (126) 

I agree that this "precritical idealist venture" attracts readers, but this is a positive 
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contribution that could inspire curiosity in readers, to the degree that some will take on 

the "burden of restoring the whole socially concrete subtext of nineteenth- and twentieth-

century Southwestern history/' that of pre-Columbian history, Naliuatl poetics and the 

corrido tradition of Chicano literature. Perhaps some will adjust their perspective and be 

able to look at the world without the necessity of positing opposition in James Bond's 

Manichean terms. 

Anaya, "armed" with knowledge both physical and spiritual, has written a Nuevo 

Mexicano Chicano history by undertaking a re-writing of pre-Columbian history in order 

to adjust the Chicano mythological inheritance of Atzlan to a pre-Tlacaelel Toltec-Aztec 

inheritance. Tula was abandoned sometime during the twelfth century; the Toltecs were 

dispersed and by the time of Aztec ascendance, and even though the myths and artifacts 

of their culture were held in esteem by the Aztecs, the Toltecs themselves were 

indistinguishable from the various other indigenous populations (Townsend 44). In the 

passage that follows. Sonny's historical dream of 1568, Anaya rewrites Toltec history: 

The elders told Andres Owl Woman's story. When she was only a 

girl. Owl Woman had journeyed south with a shaman to the land of the 

Aztecs. She had visited Tula, the ancestral holy place. When she 

returned, she brought with her the bowl the ancients called the Calendar of 

Dreams. 

The priests of Tula knew their time on earth was coming to an end 
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and that their way of life would be ruthlessly obliterated. Their temples 

were desecrated, their ceremonies abolished by the Spanish Mars. 

The dream of peace was dying, but the elders of Tula knew a new 

dream could be bom. Owl Woman was chosen to carry the Calendar of 

Dreams north. She was instructed to wait for the man who could take her 

north to old pueblos. There among the descendants of the Anazazis a new 

dream was to flourish. There she would give birth to a new people, and 

she would deliver the bowl to the priests of the pueblos, fShaman 17) 

Even though Anaya has rewritten the historical time line. Owl Woman's story does refer 

to actual connections between contemporary civilizations of the twelfth century: the 

Toltec civilization and the Anazazi civilization of northern New Mexico. Recently (see 

Reyman) it has been argued that the Toltecs had at least a limited presence at Pueblo 

Bonito, a large Anazazi ceremonial center in northern New Mexico, and it has been shown 

without a doubt that a large trade network extended from northern New Mexico to the 

central Mexican plateau (see McGuire), the home of the Toltecs. 

During the Chicano Movement of the late nineteen-sixties and nineteen-seventies, 

Chicano activists and writers began to extensively research Chicano history and some 

took on the project of creating a Chicano origin myth that would address their Native 

American heritage. Aztlan. as the spiritual and geographical (the Southwest of the United 

States) home of the Chicanos, was first introduced in 1969 as part of "El Plan Espiritual 
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de Aztlan," drafted in part by the poet Alurista. Since 1969 "Aztlan" as the rallying cry 

of Chicano activism has undergone many transformations, however none of them have 

displaced the Aztec association with Chicano Aztlan (Perez-Torres 56-96). Anaya's 

history of New Mexico as Aztl^. omits the totalitarian, military past of the Aztecs along 

with their practice of human sacrifice by focusing on the Aztec's Toltec cultural 

inheritance and the connections between the Toltec-Aztec culture and those of the Native 

American populations of New Mexico. Thus, Anaya rewrites, as did the Aztecs before 

him, both the Aztec origin myth and the nineteen-sixties' Chicano origin myth. He 

removes the totalitarian agenda from the Aztec myth, and introduces northern Native 

American culture in conjunction with "Aztec," central Mexican indigenous culture and 

then consecrates their "marriage" with the Spanish into a new Nuevo Mexicano Chicano 

origin myth; this new Chicano myth is more focused on inclusion than exclusion. 

At the conclusion of Shaman Winter the ranks of Chicano private eyes are 

increased by one. Matt Paiz, the Chicano FBI agent who has been Sonny's ally, plans to 

retire from the Bureau and become a private investigator, a PI. His action suggests that 

the existing justice system is not meeting the needs of the Chicano population, and that he 

will have more success fighting the "Avengers" by working outside the system. Sonny 

comments to Matt when hearing his news; " 'One more Chicano PI. But, hey, with your 

training you can really make a difference.' " Paiz responds, " T don't know. I have a 

feeling you do all right.' 'Let's say I work in another reality,' Sonny said. 'But the 
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workplace is changing. Now we need computers. From now on I sit at home and do all 

my work on the Net' " rShaman 415). However, Sonny will probably still be needing his 

other "net," the dream-catcher that don Eliseo made for Mm. Peace has been temporarily 

established, but times of trouble, along with Raven, have a way of returning; after all 

Sonny and Raven are but two parts of one being, one world. 

In Shaman Winter Anaya has transformed the romance of the detective drama into 

the romance of a foundational tale with a decidedly Native American perspective. Imbued 

by the experience of "many worlds," temporarily free from the chaos created by his 

cosmic twin. Raven, Sonny is now at last able to seriously propose marriage to Rita. 

Anaya concludes Shaman Winter when, in Rita's company. Sonny "looked into her eyes, 

and she saw the wisdom that had settled into his soul. She drew him to her and 

whispered, 'Yes, a new dream' " (422). Through his dreams Sonny has explored the 

chaos that has continually disturbed the peace of his ancestors and the Chicanos of New 

Mexico. He made this journey through his dreams, applied the knowledge gained in his 

dreams to the "real" world, the knowledge gained in the "real" world to his dreams, and 

constructed a mutually harmonious, but conflictive whole. A "new dream" is on the 

horizon, but because it is part of a mutually harmonious and conflictive whole it will 

always be inconclusive. 
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3.2. Rolando Hinojosa's Generations of the Valley 

Rolando Hinojosa's two "Rate Buenrostro Mysteries", Partners in Crime and Ask 

a Policeman, are at the opposite end of the spectrum of detective fiction from Rudolfo 

Anaya's trilogy of mythic proportions. However, both the Mvsteries and the trilogy 

share a fundamental interest in the generations of a population. Partners in Crime. 

Hinojosa's first detective novel, is part of his Klail Citv Death Trip series, initiated in 

1973 with Estampas del valle v otras obras. that began the saga of the people of the 

southern Texan, northern Mexican Rio Grande border area. This is where the history of 

detective Rafe Buenrostro's family begins. Rafe's life history, as told by the Klail Citv 

Death Trip series, is not a protagonist-focused narrative as is Anaya's trilogy. (Anaya's 

Sonny Baca is a central quest figure whose personal search embodies the community's 

search.) In Klail Citv Death Trip and in Partners in Crime. Rafe is one of many 

participants in a communal questioning or investigative process. 

Charles Tatum, in his review of Partners in Crime, concludes that "Hinojosa has 

learned well from the masters of detection," and that "What moves Partners in Crime are 

the essential ingredients of good detective fiction, whose main interest consists in finding 

out, from circumstances largely physical, the true order and meaning of events that have 

been partly disclosed and partly concealed" (Review 470). Partners in Crime, is the 

narration of the investigation of crime. Antonio Prieto Taboada, in his analysis of 

Partners in Crime suggests that the detective genre focus has been a part of the structural 
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organization of Hinojosa's previous works in the Klail Citv Death Trip series because a 

"textual investigation"" is required of the reader in order to reconstruct the events of these 

fragmented narratives (119). In her review of Partners in Crime. Susann Samples 

criticizes Hinojosa's subtitle, A Rafe Buenrostro Mvsterv. as "misleading" because 

"there are no leading characters" in the novel (154). 

In addition to structural organization and focus, each of these critics seem to view 

the protagonists' social position in the Valley differently. Tatum states that the cousins 

Rafe and Jehu, characters first introduced in Estampas. have "left their moorings in the 

Mexican/Chicano community" (Review 470). Taboada notes that both Jehu and Rafe 

move comfortably in the institutions of power, but that this "assimilation" does not 

negate a discussion of the cousins' "own culture" (126). The only "culture" per se that 

Samples recognizes is that of "typical male-bonding" and the "routine procedures of a 

homicide unit" (154). Are these three critics writing about the same novel? 

Jose David Saldfvar's "Critical Introduction" to the Klail Citv Death Trip series 

clears up some of these apparently contradictory views: Partners ta Crime is part of this 

series and as such is a continuation of a major project. When Saldfvar wrote his 

introduction, it was the final novel in the series. "In sum, with the same effect as the 

traditional historical novel, Hinojosa's Klail Citv Death Trip invents a body of characters 

and discourses in which we see reflected the ways of a South Texas society and the 

people who constitute it" ("Introduction" 60). My focus is on the currently penultimate 
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"chapter" of this narrative. Partners in Crime, and will concentrate on this chapter as a 

continuation of the "historical novel," Klail Citv Death Trip. Partners in Crime continues 

the intertextual references of the previous works of the series and initiates of a dialogue 

with the work of one master of detective fiction, Edgar Allan Poe. 

3.2.1. Klail Citv Death Trip: An Historical Novel and a Literary History 

Jose David Saldivar includes the following individual works of fiction in the Klail 

Citv Death Trip historical novel: Estampas del valle v otras obras (1973), Klail Citv v 

sus alrededores (1976) and its bilingual translation by Rosaura Sanchez Generaciones v 

semblanzas (1977), Korean Love Songs (1978), Mi querido Rafa (1981), Rites and 

Witnesses (1982), The Vallev (1983), an English language rewriting of Estampas by 

Hinojosa, and Partners in Crime: A Rafe Buenrostro Mvsterv (1985) ("Introduction" 61). 

Published after Saldivar's "Introduction," but also clearly part of the series is Ask a 

Policeman. A Rafe Buenrostro Mvsterv (1998). For Saldivar the structure of the 

historical novel, Klail Citv Death Trip, narrates an "ascent" and then a descent" (49). 

The "ascent" is from the Nuevo Santander past when, in 1749, the first settlers from 

colonial Mexico, among them protagonist Rafe Buenrostro's family, began to live and 

work along the Rio Grande that currently forms the border between Texas and Mexico. 

The "descent" began in 1803 when large numbers of Anglo-Americans, including the 

ancestors of the protagonists of the Klail-Blanchard-Cooke family, began to settle in this 
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area of colonial Spain, and later in 1865 when the Leguizamon family, also protagonists in 

the novel, left Mexico for Texas and profitably allied themselves with the Anglo-Texans 

(Saldfvar, J. D. "Introduction" 51). Initially the series presents the "ascent" and 

"descent" in the form of a dialogue with the past and present that is given by voices from 

the present; old-timer T ei ano-Mexicanos look back nostalgically to the past while the 

current generation views its life marginalized by the political, social and economic 

structures assembled by and controlled by the Anglo-American population (57). 

Spanish, English, Tex-Mex border variations of each, and code switching are all 

languages of the Klail Citv Death Trip, but as the series develops, a progression that 

coincides with the chronology of each volume's original publication, Spanish recedes and 

English becomes the dominant language. The only exception is Korean Love Songs, a 

book of poetry, written in English in order to document Rafe Buenrostro's experience as a 

soldier during the Korean War (Saldi'var, J. D. 55). The first bilingual text. Mi auerido 

Rafa presents a rupture in the series for Jose David Saldivar and Rosaura Srachez. For 

Sanchez, the primary change is in the "historicity" of this text. "Up to now all events 

have appeared on a vertical axis, a paradigm of characters, events, episodes within one 

space; Belken County," whereas in Mi querido Rafa the events are organized on a 

"horizontal time axis" (93). S&ichez also notes that Galindo's series of interviews in the 

second half of Mi querido Rafa configures Galindo as "a detective of sorts" who attempts 

to piece together, with the help of various individuals' comments, the events that took 



JeM from the Klail City First National Bank, a mystery that is still a "mystery" as of 

1998 with the publication of Ask a Policeman (93). The stracture of Mi queridn Rafa. 

that follows a horizontal time axis as outlined by Sanchez, is suggestive of that of the 

detective genre. However, Mi querido Rafa. and Partners in Crime, as we will see, also 

has a close relationship with another Romantic era genre: costumbrismo ("a literary genre 

of local or regional customs and manners'"). 

Beginning with Mi querido Rafa. Jose David Saldi'var notes that there is a shift in 

the positionality of the Teiano-Mexicano relative to his relationship with the present; 

Rafa Buenrostro and Jehu Malacara more fully participate in the Anglo-Texan world. 

"For the first time in the KCDT series, we are taken to the very source of financial power 

in South Texas" (57). Jehu Malacara, from first-hand observation, communicates in his 

letters to his cousin Rafa Buenrostro the details, formerly unknown in the series, of the 

workings of the financial power structure commanded by the Klail-Blanchard-Cooke 

family. The fact that Partners in Crime is written in English reflects the fact that Jehu and 

Rafe ("Rafa" becomes "Rafe") are now presented as full participants "in the Texas Anglo 

world" (Saldfvar, J. D. 58). The camaraderie of the Korean War and the subsequent 

access to education provided by the G. I. Bill, and not any attitude change on the part of 

the Anglo-Texan, has precipitated this shift in positionality of the two main characters of 

the series, Rafe and Jehu. In Partners in Crime, the world of the nostalgic old time 

Teiano-Mexicano. that of contemporary Texans, Mexicans and Anglos, and that of the 
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Klail-Blanchard-Cooke power structure have "been displaced by the world-market" of the 

drug traffickers (59). This situation in Partners in Crime calls for a negotiated truce 

among the inhabitants of Belken County (Hinojosa's fictional Texas county where Klail 

City is located). Partners in Crime suggests that in the future Anglo-Texans and Teiano-

Mexicanos will have to work together to protect the Valley from global drug trafficking. 

Rosaura Sanchez in her article, "From Heterogeneity to Contradiction: Hinojosa's 

Novel," explores intertextuality in the Klail Citv Death Trip's first five texts. Sanchez 

includes the following works by Hinojosa in a "macrotext —one novel chronicling the lives 

of several generations of Chicanos in the Valley of Texas": Estampas del valle v otras 

obras. Generaciones v semblanzas. Korean Love Songs. Mi querido Rafa. and Rites and 

Witnesses and she also refers to the title of the as yet unpublished (in 1985) Claros 

varones de Belken (1986). These texts carry on a dialogue with particular Peninsular 

Spanish fifteenth- and sixteenth-century texts and Spanish language texts of the Romantic 

period as well as the Mexican and Mexican-American oral tradition of the Rio Grande 

Valley. The Spanish written tradition of estampas. "sketches of manners," originated in 

the fifteenth century (Sanchez "From Heterogeneity" 78). The title "Generaciones y 

Semblanzas" is a direct reference to a "collection of sketches of famous personages of the 

reign of Henry III" written by Fernan Perez de Guzman in or around 1450 (79). During 

the Romantic period of Spanish and Latin American literature, costumbrismo. continued 

the tradition of estampas. and became a dominant literary form. These were short 
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narratives that painted sketches, estampas or cuadros. of either contemporary life or 

anecdotal historical portraits. Sanchez demonstrates that Hinojosa's "brevity," 

"individual portraits," "irony," "nostalgia," "humor" and a combination of different 

linguistic registers were all characteristics of costumbrismo (79). In Mi querido Rafa. the 

actions of Jehu Malacara and the episodic nature of their narration suggest a reference to 

the Spanish sixteenth-century picaresque novel, El Lazarillo de Tonnes dated 1554 (80). 

Jehu behaves like the "traditional picaro-rogue," and like Lazarillo his "affiliation with the 

object of scorn," the Klail-Blanchard-Cooke and Leguizamon families, is a necessary step 

in the "exposure" of "the Valley's ruling class" (94). Sanchez also provides examples of 

Hinojosa's dialogues with the folkloric stories, popular sayings and the corrido tradition 

of south Texas. 

Intertextuality in a work of fiction is a dialogue with literary history. The author 

of the fictional text, like the author of a literary history, selects the textual references or 

the actual texts to include in his history and in organizing them creates a teleology (Brown 

3). The intertextuality described by S^chez in Hinojosa's macrotext informally outlines 

a literary history that includes a non-fiction genre, the chronicles and biographical 

sketches of fifteenth-century Spain, Renaissance picaresque, a genre that approaches in 

its form the modem novel, and Romantic costumbrismo. The resulting "literary history" 

combines biographical historical narrative. Renaissance confrontations with the "other," 

and costumbrista nostalgic and ironic explorations of traditions. All of these texts have 
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served to define national character in Spain. Intersecting with this Peninsular literary 

history are the oral literatures of south Texas that include the folklore and gossip that 

males exchange in the local bar and the corridos that recited the "news" in the past and 

recall epic exploits in the present. The corrido identified the Teiano-Mexicano in contrast 

to the Anglo-Texan and his Mexican ally, serving a similar function to Peninsular 

costumbrismo that lamented and criticized Frenchified Spain in contrast with the 

traditional Spanish characteristics it highlighted. The "literary history" of the Klail Citv 

Death Trip, before Partners in Crime, outlines a body of literature primarily episodic in 

nature that develops a cultural and historical identity by recalling the accomplishments 

and characteristics of a group of people as identifying, positive and valuable in contrast to 

those of the "other." Costumbrismo and the corrido continue to be referred to in Partners 

in Crime. 

The narrator of costumbrismo assumes a position of intimacy with his readership; 

he assumes that they are aware of the circumstances that he narrates, if not the specific 

details he presents. Mariano Jose de Larra (1809-1837) in his article, "El casarse pronto 

y mal" satirizes both the Spanish and English costumbristas by agreeing to respect the 

wishes of his readers: "Asi que, respetando, como respetamos, a los que no participan de 

nuestro modo de pensar, daremos, para agradar a todos, en la carrera que hemos 

emprendido, arti'culos de todas clases [. . .] vamos al arti'culo de hoy, que sera de 

costumbres [.. .]" (109). Larra's narrator expresses that he is not of the same opinion as 
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Ms readers, but he agrees to please all of them by presenting the customs of the day. 

Invariably the customs that Larra chooses are not the positive ones that would "asradar" 

("please") his readers, therefore his narrator's persona assumes a sarcastically "ignorant" 

perspective. P. Galindo, the first person narrator of the second half of Mi querido Rafa. 

also assumes a supposedly humble stance in relationship to the community by referring 

to himself in the third person, "el esc." ("the writer"). "El esc., equidad, equidad, es todo 

oi'dos: el esc. se contenta primero y luego se conforma con tratar de extraer la verdad; la 

fuente le es igual" (55). Galindo claims that every one's information will be happily 

heard, listened to equally, but he slyly notes, even though "for him every source is equal," 

that "he will satisfy himself by trying to extract the truth." Galindo claims to be "an 

ignorant who knows less every day" ("el esc. es un ignorante [...] que sabe menos todos 

los dfas"), but the "ignorant" will be in charge of searching for "truth" (55). These two 

narrators, Larra's Bachiller. who "writes" his articles with a superior attitude and the 

Galindo who feins humility, claim to have left the "authority" of authorship to their 

communities. Hinojosa, like Larra before him, establishes a dialogue with his community, 

or, using Doris Sommer's term, an "authorial community" ("Textual" 149). 

Hinojosa's Klail Citv Death Trip does not narrate history from a singular point of 

view. There is no single narrator in any of the novels including Partners in Crime. When 

one of the narrators is a character in the novel his narration of the past is also a narration 

of the present. Sanchez describes this perspective very clearly: "The books are narrated 
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from the perspective of the decade of the '70s as the narrators look back to the '30s, '40s 

and '50s and even beyond to the early part of the 20th century" (77). Many times a 

narrator is not present; a contemporary or historical document functions as the narrator ~ 

a literary convention that was not uncommon in the work of costumbrista Larra. S&ichez 

points out that Hinojosa's fictional narrative dialogues with various forms of non-fictional 

narrative genres: the interview, the letter, different types of documents that include 

newspaper articles and official documents,"Radio Talk," and "chismografia" or "male 

jive" (83-85). Partners in Crime "reproduces" many varied documents. 

3.2.2. Partners in Crime, a "Chapter" of KCDT and a Detective Novel 

Partners in Crime is told by an unnamed, third-person narrator. However, this 

narrator does not assume a singular perspective; he constantly refers to the "source" of 

his information. The narrator does not describe the thoughts of the characters, but instead 

transcribes them; they are presented as they would "sound" if the character himself were 

voicing his thoughts. Nor does the narrator observe the characters from a distance; their 

physical descriptions are very infrequent and usually occur only when they are looking at 

themselves or each other. Physical descriptions of the setting are almost exclusively 

limited to those articles and their characteristics that will be recorded in the detectives' 

reports. In contrast to Rudolfo Anaya's poetic descriptions of nature and Michael 

Nava's incisive Chandleresque descriptions of the city and its inhabitants, Hinojosa's 
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narrator in Partners in Crime assumes neither a benevolent omniscient stance nor a cynical 

close-up perspective. 

The introduction of all live detectives at the start of the novel provides an example 

of the narrative perspective of the novel. These are the first lines of Partners in Crime: 

A note, folded and scotch-taped to the telephone dial; he could 

hardly miss it, and it contained no surprise, either; "'Oakland 3, Reds 1. 1 

now owe you $20." It was signed C. 

The C stood for Culley Donovan, his partner and chief of 

detectives for the Belken County Homicide Squad. 

Rafe Buenrostro smiled, opened a side drawer on his desk, and slid 

that lOU along with the others signed by Donovan during that October 

1972 World Series. (5) 

From these short paragraphs we learn nothing about the perspective of the narrator, but 

do learn quite a bit about the relationship between Rafe and Donovan. From his name and 

his title we learn that Donovan is the Anglo boss. He is Rafe's partner also. Rafe knows 

more about baseball than he does, but doesn't rub it in. There is no animosity between 

them; they have an easy relationship based on mutual trust as shown by the drawer full 

oflOUs. 

The introduction of the Homicide Squad continues with a brief presentation of 

Rafe's thoughts: "It had been a stupid murder [...] Fell on his lap, as it were. An idiotic 
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them are' " (5). It is almost as if Rafe were voicing his thoughts out loud; they are brief 

and other than the reference to a period of time, are unexplained by any narration. After a 

conversation between Donovan and Buenrostro, Detective Sam Dorson is introduced: 

"Sam Dorson was another member of the Belken County Homicide Squad. Of what 

Harvey Bollinger, the District Attorney, was pleased to call Im Homicide Squad" (6). 

The use of the words "of what," and "pleased" and the emphasized "his" informs the 

reader that Harvey Bollinger is resented by the Homicide Squad, and that Sam, as a 

"member." is also a "partner" in the relationship of trust established between Rafe and 

Donovan. A description of the organization of the Homicide Squad and its material 

resources is presented by quoting directly or as hearsay from the following bureaucratic 

sources; "accounting and inventory," "Bollinger's and Parkinson's budgets," "the state's 

Attorney General," and the "obvious logic" of "his Opinion Committee" (6-7). The 

reader learns that the bureaucracies organize the Homicide Squad, but their "obvious 

logic" shows them to be out of touch with the day-to-day operations and needs of the 

detectives. The phrase, "five men, five desks" is repeated in this description and the last 

two detectives, Joe Molden and Peter Hauer, are introduced like extensions of the 

furnishings provided by the bureaucracy; they "rounded out the five-man unit" (7). It is 

implied that these two are not yet respected members of the squad, and we leam, also 

from composites of various points of view, that they are the youngest and newest 
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for reasons best known to Dorson, and if there was resentment on the part of Hauer, he 

didn't show it. At least not in public" (7). 

The narrator of Partners in Crime claims impartiality by allowing the characters' 

dialogue and thoughts, and hearsay to narrate. The claim to impartiality is a necessary 

attribute of a narrator who intends to speak for a community or from a communal 

perspective. Sanchez notes in the previous texts of Klail Citv Death Trip that the 

"various styles, modes and language varieties" include popular Spanish sayings (78, 83). 

In Partners in Crime. English colloquial interjections dominate. These are unmarked by 

quotation marks, but are offset from the text, and precede or follow actions, dialogue or 

the reported thoughts of the characters. Some are; "Fell in his lap" (5), "And that was 

that" (5), "but there it was" (7), "Nothing fancy about it" (7), "Assholes" (12), "Bless 

you!" (24), "Easy as pie, to coin yet another phrase." (47), "A signal honor" (69), "It 

was in the bag." (74), "Too much excitement" (75), "That kind of a day" (108), "It was a 

start." (127), "A running joke" (181), "Tools of the trade" (230), "They were in 

business." (235), "Bullshit" (242). The language of Partners in Crime is undoubtedly 

representative of a "dialogized heteroglossia," as is the Klail Citv Death Trip series in 

general (Sdnchez 78). 

However, new "languages" have been added to the dialogue, the "typical male-

bonding" language observed by Samples and colloquial North American English 
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expressions as noted above. Both Jose David Saldivar and Rosaura Sanchez refer to 

Bakhtin's The Dialogic Imagination: there is no doubt that polyphonic language, as 

exemplified above, and the use of heteroglossia, as demonstrated by the use of various 

"languages" specific to certain circumstances or social status as exemplified in the 

"reproduction" of non-fictional documents and the use of "typical male-bonding" 

language testify to the fact that Hinojosa has relinquished the authority of authorship to 

his characters and those of the community of Belken County and those across the border 

in Barrones, Mexico to encompass the various social strata of the Rio Grande Valley. 

This communal voice is reinforced by a literary history that was initiated in the earlier 

volumes of the Klail City Death Trip, costumbrismo and the corrido. and in Partners in 

Crime is extended to English language texts. 

Keeping in mind that Hinojosa is not only an author of fiction whose texts are rich 

in references to Spanish-language literature, but that he is also a literary critic and has been 

a professor of English, Spanish and American literature, the literary interests of his 

detectives are not "attempts to breakdown some of the stereotypes for law enforcement 

personnel" (Samples 154). The literary references in Partners in Crime continue to refer 

to costumbrismo and to Teiano-Mexicano oral genres, in particular the corrido. but now 

there are English language literary references. Detective Donovan is reading Charles 

Dickens, a nineteenth-century realist who has not completely severed his Romantic roots, 

who published his novels in episodic chapters and had an "ear" for various lexicons of his 
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time. Dickens is the contemporary of Benito Perez Galdos (1843-1920) who transformed 

the costumbrista minutiae of Madrid into lengthy realist historical novels and shared 

Dickens' ability to reproduce various sociolinguistic registers. Both are contemporaries 

of Emilia Pardo Baz&i (1852-1921) a realist novelist who is recognized as the originator 

of the peninsular Spanish detective story. 

Rafe is well-versed in the writings of Charles Lamb (1775-1834), an English 

author recognized for his "humor, whimsy, and faint overtones of pathos"" according to 

Reader's Encyclopedia edited by Katherine Siepmann (547), whose best known writings 

are a body of letters some of whose lines Rafe has committed to memory (Partners 42). 

A superficial comparison between Lamb and Mariano Jose de Larra would combine their 

"humor and pathos," the epistolary form of many of their texts, the dates of their deaths 

and their participation in the Romantic literary movement of their respective countries. 

Detective Sam Dorson reads and quotes from Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832), 

who was a writer of the German Strum und Drang literary movement and a founder of 

European Romanticism. Dorson also knows all the songs from the Gilbert and Sullivan 

operettas (1871-1896), that satirized Victorian society and the plots of Romantic operas. 

Because Partners in Crime is a detective novel, it is structurally different from the 

preceding texts of the Klail Citv Death Trip, and in my opinion it refers to another 

Romantic era author, Edgar Allan Poe. Considering the examples of intertextuality I have 

described above and those described by Smchez, I suggest that there is an intersection of 
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intertextuai references in KCDT and Partners in Crime that has as its meeting point 

eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Romanticism. 

3.2.3. The Chevalier and the Lieutenant: Dupin and Buenrostro 

The subtitle A Rafe Buenrostro Mvsterv may mislead some readers due to the 

fact that Hinojosa's style disclaims authority and the declared centrist viewpoint typical 

of detective fiction narration. The narrator of detective fiction assumes an authoritative 

stance; the narration privileges the utterances and the summations of action that have 

direct bearing on the development of plot. However, the central character in detective 

fiction is the detective and Rafe Buenrostro is no exception. Rafe and Poe's detective C. 

Auguste Dupin do not actively collect the majority of the evidence in the cases they 

investigate, but each detective is ultimately responsible for putting the pieces of the 

puzzle together. Hinojosa's characterization of a detective, of his methods, of his way of 

life and background recall many of the characteristics of Poe's detective who is recognized 

as the original model of the genre. 

Chevalier Auguste Dupin and Lieutenant Rafe Buenrostro are each from an 

"illustrious family" that has been reduced to lower circumstances, and no longer wields 

any measurable economic or political power (Poe "The Murders" 339). We know from 

the previous volumes of the Klail Citv Death Trip that over generations the Buenrostro 

family has lost the majority of its land in the Valley, and with it economic authority to 
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the mneteenth-century late-comers, the Klail-Blanchard-Cooke and the Leguizamon 

families. Dupin's "sole luxuries" were books; his North American chronicler and 

companion is "astonished [. . .] at the vast extent of his reading," even though he is a 

reader himself (Poe "The Murders" 339). An elderly gentleman Rafe encounters in his 

investigations, Mr. Woodall, is impressed with Rafe's knowledge of Charles Lamb (42). 

The three readers on the Homicide Squad of five, are all senior members: Donovan, 

Dorson and Buenrostro. Their "sole luxuries" include more than books, but not much 

more: for Rafe there is a fishing trip he does not take and his secret relationship with 

Sammie Jo Perkins of the Klail-Blanchard-Cooke family. The two younger members 

watch sports on television, drink beer and barbecue together while their wives either look 

on in disgust or escape for a shopping trip. 

Both Francisco Lomeli and Antonio Prieto Taboada contrast the lack of 

community ties and social commitment of the loner detective of the Anglo-American and 

British genre with the close family ties and social commitment of the Chicano detective 

(Lomeli et al 299, Taboada 120). We know from the Klail Citv Death Trip that Rafe 

Buenrostro has family ties and his closest relative is his cousin Jehu Malacara. Rafe, like 

Dupin (Poe "The Murders" 339), does not hide these ties, but in Partners in Crime he 

spends essentially no time with his family. He, not unlike Dupin, spends time 

sequestered with an intimate companion. "Our seclusion was perfect. We admitted no 

visitors. Indeed the locality of our retirement had been carefully kept a secret from my 
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own former associates," writes Dupin's chronicler (Poe "The Murders" 339). Dupin's 

time is spent reading; Rafe spends his weekend time in seclusion with Sammie Jo. Sam 

Donovan wonders what his partner and fellow widower, Rafe does on the weekends: 

"Well, he loved to fish and hunt, but was that all he did? Donovan didn't know" (169). 

Not even Rafe's partners, like Dupin's chronicler's former associates, know what he does 

on his weekends. Similar to the chevalier. Donovan and Dorson also read when they are 

not working, the former alone and the latter in seclusion but in the company of his wife. 

The detective's personal life is limited for both Buenrostro and Dupin, but each 

leaves his retreat for "that infinity of mental excitement which quiet observation can 

afford" (Poe "The Murders" 340). Dupin has no need to wander the streets of Paris, but 

he can afford to do so because he is not frightened by their disarray. Instead, because of 

his hours of "quiet observation," he is capable of establishing a logical order to this 

disarray that provides him with his own "mental" excitement. "To everyone's surprise" 

after having completed a law degree, Rafe returned to the Valley and became a patrolman 

(Partners 110). Rafe is not content to observe crime from the sidelines of a legal practice. 

Both Donovan and Dorson, already homicide detectives at the time, recognized the 

"methodical, logical mind" that Rafe cultivated in law school, that he now puts to work, 

along with his knowledge of the community, on the roads of Belken County (Partners 

110). Dupin and Buenrostro are careful observers who do not start with a scheme to be 

filled-in; on the contrary, their logic, unlike the "obvious logic" of the bureaucrats referred 
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to in the introduction of the Homicide Squad or the facile conclusions of the newspaper 

reporters read by Dupin, includes the probability of coincidence as a factor in the events 

that they eventually are able to explain (Partners 7). 

In the introductory paragraphs to "The Murders in the Rue Morgue" Dupin's 

chronicler makes a comparison between a chess-player and a checker-player to illustrate 

"the higher powers of the reflective intellect" (337). In chess an oversight will result in 

"injury or defeat" because an oversight is multiplied by the already proscribed moves of 

the pieces and because the "possible moves are [. . .] involute [. . .] the chances of such 

oversights are multiplied" (337). However in the game of "draughts," checkers, if both 

players are equally experienced in the game, a lapse of attention will not lose the game, 

and "only by some recherche movement, the result of some strong exertion of the 

intellect" will the game be won (337). This serves as part of the introduction to Dupin's 

methods that will be illustrated by the murder story itself. 

The "mental excitement," that pushes Dupin to leave his sanctuary and that keeps 

Buenrostro punching out police reports, is not very exciting to watch; it's like watching a 

game of checkers. Sample's criticism of Partners in Crime confirms that Dupin's and 

Rafe's investigative and crime-solving style is not familiar to contemporary readers of the 

genre more accustomed to the thrill of a last minute physical confrontation: "Even the 

actual arrest of the murderers is without fanfare—ordinary and anti-climatic" (sic) 

(Samples 154). In the "Murders in the Rue Morgue," Dupin invites the owner of the 



murdering orangutan to his apartments; Dupin is prepared for violence, but his calm 

summary of what he has teamed convinces the orangutan's owner that he will not be 

prosecuted. Dupin has drawn him to his apartment by placing a false notice in the 

newspaper requesting the owner of a lost orangutan to come and claim it. In Partners in 

Crime the assassins, not to be confused with the murderer, are caught completely off-

guard, still trying to communicate with their contractor, the "murderer." Like the 

unsuspecting owner of the murdering orangutan, they are caught unawares because they 

did not realize that they were under suspicion. Their capture could have been a dramatic 

confrontation, but they are too preoccupied with their relationship to the murderer to 

suspect that the police have tracked them down. Both Partners in Crime and "The 

Murders in the Rue Morgue" conclude without the fanfare of violent confrontation. 

The secondary narratives of Partners in Crime, dismissed by Samples as "false 

starts," serve the same purpose as Poe's "introduction" to his detective's methods in 

"The Murders in the Rue Morgue." In Partners in Crime, the first two cases, the 

secondary narratives, introduce "murder" itself and the methods, successful and 

unsuccessful, of the Belken County Homicide Squad. The first murder in Partners in 

Crime involves a case of mistaken identity; the murderer shoots the wrong man as the 

hapless victim was exiting the intended victim's apartment. This could be a very brief 

outline of the murder of Dutch Elder, a Belken County attorney under the supervision of 

the District Attorney Harvey Bollinger, whose murder is the "main murder" of the novel. 



129 

Elder stepped out of the restroom in the Kum Bak Inn and was mistaken for a Mexican 

drug smuggler. 

In the second case investigated in Partners in Crime, a man's body is found in a car 

abandoned in an agricultural field. The victim's residence is searched and this leads off on 

various trails, all of which are false. However, we learn that sometimes the most 

commonplace method of investigation is the most productive: Rafe finds the address of 

the mysterious Woodalls linked by a paper trail to the victim, in the phone book, while 

the other detectives have been searching criminal records. The victim was gay and this is 

assumed to be the motive for his murder, but like the first case, this is a "stupid murder"; 

the victim had innocently picked up a hitchhiker who turns out to be the murderer. The 

history of the hitchhiker, McKinlow, adds another dimension to this prologue of 

investigative methods; McKinlow has been interned in the Flora N. Klail Institution for 

the Insane for many years, and by blackmailing the director of the asylum, a petty, but 

constant thief of state property, he has been allowed to leave the premises at his own 

discretion. This case points out that corruption in government agencies is to be expected 

and that the most obvious motive, the one handed to you —homosexuality in this case-

should be questioned. 

In the "main murder," the death of Dutch Elder was one of mistaken identity 

committed by hired assassins in the employ of a government official. This same official 

handed the Homicide Squad a plausible solution to the crime at Kum Bak Inn that 



130 

explained the crime as a power struggle among known oldtime Valley smugglers. 

Fortunately Rafe knew the "Valley's inhabitants too well to accept this solution. 

The first case introduces the "motive" of mistaken identity; the second case 

introduces the complicity of authority, a material motivation for this complicity and the 

danger of presupposing any fixed sequence of events or the assumption of a particular 

motivation. The contractor, the "murderer" of the Kum Bak Inn, is the chief of police of 

Barrones, who has used his position to take over smalltime drug smuggling operations and 

to initiate big time cocaine smuggling; the men killed at the Kum Bak Inn were his 

competitors, the last of the oldtime smugglers. Hinojosa uses the first third of the novel, 

chapters one through thirteen of the thirty-seven chapters, as an introduction to a story, 

the "main murder," that will illustrate what the first two murder investigations have 

outlined. Poe uses the first third of "The Murders in the Rue Morgue" to first define 

"analytic ability," and then to introduce his detective; only the last two thirds of the 

narrative recount the murders in the Rue Morgue and the investigation of the crime. At 

the conclusion of his definition of analytic ability, Poe advises his reader that,"[t]he 

narrative which follows will appear to the reader somewhat in the light of a commentary 

upon the propositions just advanced" (339). Hinojosa's advice to his reader is presented 

in the "secondary" cases investigated by the Homicide Squad. 

To a great extent Chevalier Auguste Dupin and Lieutenant Rafe Buenrostro rely 

primarily on documents collected by others. The collection of evidence is the task of the 
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Paris police or the Belken County Homicide Squad and Lab. (Buenrostro as part of the 

Homicide Squad does gather evidence, but his part in this activity is no greater than that 

of the other detectives or the lab technicians.) Both Dupin and Buenrostro follow-up the 

documented evidence —newspaper accounts and lab and detective reports respectively 

that are partially "reproduced" in their narratives— with a minimum number of their own 

interviews and observations, and then combine these with their experience of careful 

- observation of their communities in order to analyze and then compile another document 

that explains the mysterious events, either a chronicle of an investigation or a police 

report. The routine, the mundane, the plodding are what both detectives pursue with 

careful observation. Dupin, before initiating the investigation of the "Murders in the Rue 

Morgue," demonstrates to his chronicler that his knowledge of routine events is precisely 

the knowledge necessary for the recreation of unseen events. Taboada rightfully states 

that Rafe follows "pistas culturales" ("cultural clues"); he knows his community well and 

is thus able to see more meaning in a clue than the other detectives (Taboada 122). He is 

the only detective who is able to identify the man who hired the murderers at the Kum 

Bak Inn, because he is the only one who realizes that the Barrones police chiefs 

explanation of treason among the ranks of the oldtime smugglers must be false. 

Hermeneutic closure, assumed to be basic to the detective genre, is not part of 

Partners in Crime or the detective stories of Edgar Allan Poe. Richard Alweyn and 

contemporary critics of Poe criticize him for the lack of a satisfying ending to his fiction. 
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Poe's contemporaiy American critics admired Ms work but criticized his lack of maturity; 

their criticism veiled their distrust of his morality. His works were immature, or in other 

words incomplete, because they did not work towards the construction of a hermeneutic 

truth; they were morally unsatisfactory (Carlson 35-56). Alweyn points out that in "The 

Murders in the Rue Morgue," there is no "murderer" to be found. "E. A. Poe did not 

create a single complete detective story. [. . .] For a wild orangutan cannot commit 

murder, only manslaughter. To say this is not to split hairs. For a murder presupposes a 

motive and a plan, the most important factors in the detective story" (78). The three 

murders, the two in the secondary narrative and the "main" murder of Dutch Elder in 

Partners in Crime are not planned. Dutch Elder, and the victims of the two previous 

investigations, happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time; they were not 

consciously singled out as victims. "Not to split hairs," but their deaths were 

manslaughter, not murder. The orangutan goes free, the "murderer" who hired the 

assassins at the Kum Bak Inn goes free and in Poe's "The Mystery of Marie Roget" the 

murderer is never named and is never apprehended. In Partners in Crime. Rafe is able to 

recreate the circumstances that led up to the murder and those that followed and even 

name the "murderer," the man who hired the killers, but he is not able to apprehend this 

man, or even witness his just death as is the norm in most detective novels. We only 

learn in Ask a Policeman that he was finally apprehended only to escape again. Neither 

Poe nor Hinojosa fashion a morality tale out of a murder mystery; in Poe's tales cited 



133 

above and in Partners in Crime it is possible to get away with murder. 

Hinojosa and Poe have very little interest in the particular motives of individual 

criminals, but are interested, Hinojosa more so than Poe, in showing the complicity 

between public opinion and bureaucratic authority. Both authors are very aware of the 

role that the media —newspapers for Poe and these and television for Hinojosa— has in 

forming public opinion as a chronicler and judge of criminal intent. In "The Mystery of 

Marie Roget" Poe argues with actual newspaper accounts of the murder of a young 

woman in New York, a scenario that he fictionalizes and transposes to Paris. In "The 

Murders in the Rue Morgue," Dupin argues with the conclusions the newspapers have 

drawn from the same facts that he has read in their pages. In both cases Dupin does not 

accept that the motives for these crimes suggested by the newspapers have actually 

motivated the crime. In "The Murders in the Rue Morgue" a young bank employee, 

known to Dupin, is arrested because the newspapers have implied that money may have 

been the motivation for the crime and the employee was once seen leaving the home of the 

victims. This upsets Dupin and he vows to discover the murderer in order to clear the 

name of this humble bank employee. In "The Mystery of Marie Roget," the newspapers 

suggest that the murdered young woman had loose morals and met with her just fate 

because she was out at the wrong time of night. This was not the case; she was from a 

humble background but she innocently believed that a handsome naval officer would 

marry her. He kills her. 
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In Partners in Crime, the media works against the Homicide Squad and serves the 

purposes of the politically ambitious ol' boy Belken County District Attorney, Harvey 

Bollinger. In a case previous to the investigations narrated in the novel, Bollinger invites 

the press to witness the arrest of a notorious murderer; their wait is protracted and they 

all get drunk in the airport lounge where they are waiting, fight among themselves and 

almost impede the arrest. The reporters are ultimately duped and deprived of witnessing 

the arrest by a clever move by the Homicide Squad who successfully apprehends the 

suspect. The "main murder" investigated in Partners in Crime is the outcome of 

socioeconomic forces that have recently invaded the Valley, but Dutch Elder would not 

have been at the Kum-Bak Inn if the good ol' boy bureaucracy of Klail City and Belken 

County had not been in place. Harvey Bollinger and Dutch had argued over and over 

again about Bollinger's self-serving and media-grandstanding management of the D. A.'s 

office. An exasperated Dutch punched Bollinger and was given a forced leave of absence 

which he took to go fishing. On his way to his favorite fishing spot, he stopped at the 

Kum-Bak Inn for some beer to take with him. He was blown to pieces by the fire of two 

automatic weapons and a shotgim. 

Parallel to the drug-related killing of two Mexican nationals that caught Dutch 

Elder in the slaughter at the Kum-Bak Inn, is the crime committed by twelve bank 

employees, tellers and managers, in Klail City that will affect more than two hundred 

people, the families and friends of the employees and the community as a whole (155). 
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The "underpaid" tellers have been supplementing their income by laundering the money 

of drug traffickers. (115, 151-152). Jehu who is the first to know about this criminal 

activity is careful to protect the accused bank employees from the press. 

If Poe has imbedded any "moral" in "The Murders in the Rue Morgue" or "The 

Mystery of Marie Roget," it is one that he and Hinojosa share; the complicity between 

bureaucracy and the press is not in the interest of the people both purport to serve The 

Anglo-American and English detective is in general a self-employed private investigator. 

Poe's C. Auguste Dupin established this trend that also included an anti-bureaucratic 

stance during an era that initiated more invasive bureaucratic control —urban police forces-

- over the daily lives of Western populations (Poe did not know how to live with 

authority either as a student or as an army officer.). Even though the police may be 

bunglers in the British classical genre, as exemplified by Agatha Christie's work, there is 

no anti-bureaucratic stance. However, in North America during the Great Depression 

when the federal bureaucracy became by far the largest single employer in the United 

States, the hard-boiled genre reestablished an anti-bureaucratic attitude 

The intertextual references to Poe's detective fiction continue the literary history 

begun in the other volumes of the Klail City Death Trip. Hinojosa's narration, as 

demonstrated by the polyphony and heteroglossia of the series that are connected with 

the intertextual references to costumbrismo, establish an impartial narrative stance that 

the configuration of his detective reinforces. 



The shared investigative style of Dupin and Buenrostro stresses the importance of 

observation that is impartial in its scope because it observes without the assumption that 

all that is observed will necessarily fit into a preordained pattern. The dialogue with 

Poe's narratives adds another dimension to prominence of community identification that 

we noted in the initial volumes of the Klail Citv Death Trip. Intimate knowledge of the 

minutia of the whole community now becomes a valued tool. The detective, the person 

with the particular skills necessary to order the chaos of crime, has an added advantage 

over his fellow detectives; he is a Teiano-Mexicano and knows not only this community 

well but also the various other groups of the Valley as well. He recognizes change 

because, like Dupin, he is intimately familiar with his surroundings. By including Poe's 

detective fiction in the literary history, and the other English language authors cited above, 

Hinojosa extends the teleology of his literary history in order to address the need to know 

not only one's own background well, but also that of those around you, invader or 

neighbor. 

3.2.4. Generations of Criminals in the Valley 

The traditional economic base of the Valley, oil and agriculture, has never given a 

decent living to all its residents and is now being undermined by the intrusion of big time 

drug trafficking that is accompanied by a long list of invading federal bureaucratic agencies 

(159-161). Noddy Perkins, the principal owner of the one bank that is not affected by 
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the laundering of cocaine money and Jehu's boss, is not thinking of the money of the 

general populace when he says to Jehu, "Someone's trying to fiddle with our money," but 

he is, like the rest of the residents, wary of the bureaucratic intrusion (117). Saldivar and 

Taboada note that the crime in Partners in Crime is the result of too few economic 

opportunities for the majority in conjunction with the intrusion of large-scale drug 

trafficking. The intrusion of large-scale drug trafficking in the Valley threatens not only 

what has been good about the Valley, peace and relatively little crime, but what has been 

wrong in the Valley, the ol' boy power network. 

Prior to Partners in Crime, criminal opportunities in the Valley were divided 

"unequally." The Klail-Blanchard-Cooke family with their allies the Leguizamons 

practiced very profitable wholescale legalized robbery of the original Telano-Mexicano 

land for generations, while the crimes of the Teiano-Mexicanos and their Mexican border 

town neighbors in Barrones were limited to smuggling and petty thievery. The prior texts 

of the Klail Citv Death Trip traced the legalized crime of the ruling families; Partners in 

Crime traces a brief history of the crime that was not legally sanctioned. The names of 

Nieves Hernandez and Mariano Resendez, two "legendary contrabandistas," whose 

history might have been sung in one of the many corridos of the tequileros. the liquor 

smugglers of the early twentieth century, are used as code names by the hired killers and 

their contractor. Rafe appreciates the "sense of humor, and history" that inspired their 

choice of code names (238). The old time tequileros were followed by marijuana 
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smugglers who began their careers in crime in the brothels and bars of Barrones where, 

prior to and durring World War II, they would " 'roll all manner of G. Is, [. . .] strong-

arm local merchants, too, when necessary, and bought off or paid some cops here and 

there' " (179). Then after the war " 'they branched out [. . .] they began to hire out as 

guns. [. . .] by the Sixties, they could all look back to over thirty years of friendship' " 

(179). These Barrones smugglers are now being eliminated by the big time, global, cocaine 

smugglers. 

Meanwhile on the north side of the border, in addition to the relatively smalltime 

thievery of bank employees of various ethnic and racial backgrounds, there is a Teiano-

Mexicano car thief, Packy Esdudillo. Packy Esdudillo along with an Anglo buddy stole 

his first car as a minor just before WW 11. Both were sent to a juvenile facility, then they 

stole another car and were not convicted, but were conscripted into the army. After WW 

11, Packy returned to Klail City and continued to steal cars and smuggle them across the 

border into Mexico his whole life without a conviction. But in 1972, at the time the novel 

takes place, he is so afraid of the powerful new bosses of crime in the Valley, the cocaine 

cartel who hired him to steal the get-away car used by the Kum-Bak gunmen, that he 

himself calls the Belken County Homicide Squad, gives himself up and confesses. He 

realizes that a good lawyer could probably get him off yet again, but instead he seeks the 

protection of the police and conviction as preferable to being a target for the global drug 

trafficking cartel. 
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Partners in Crime in its dialogue with Poe's detective genre suggests a correlation 

between the nineteenth-century creation of urban police forces and the 1970 bureaucratic 

intrusion into the Valley. The Valley is no longer as isolated from outside influences as it 

was prior to the Korean War. The Anglo-Texan power base is being eroded by the 

intrusion of global drug trafficking and the bureaucratic agencies of the Federal government 

sent to conduct the "War on Drugs." Ask a Policeman is a much more conventional 

detective novel than Partners in Crime that demonstrates a close dialogue with 

contemporary Anglo-American detective and crime fiction. In Ask a Policeman the pace 

of the narrative picks up, the secondary narratives have a close relationship with drug 

trafficking and violence increases; all of which suggest that the intrusion of outsiders, both 

Anglo-American bureaucrats and Mexican multi-national drug smugglers into the Valley, 

is in full swing. 

3.2.5. Sammie Jo Perkins ̂  Buenrostro 

There is no consummation of a foundational romance in Partners in Crime, but a 

romantic cohesion of sorts has blossomed before the beginning of the next chapter in the 

Klail Citv Death Trip. In Ask a Policeman. Rafe and Sammie Jo Perkins have been 

married for four years. This is a reversal of the marriage between Anglos and Mexicans as 

documented in the history of the Southwest and fictionalized in Ruiz de Burton's 

foundational tale. In Ask a Policeman the Mexican-American male, instead of the 
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Mexican-American female, marries the Anglo. Sammie Jo, Noddy Perkins' daughter, is 

part of the Klail-Blanchard-Cooke ruling Anglo family of the Valley. In Partners in Crime 

her father Noddy Perkins has already sensed that the family's power is being assaulted 

from outside forces. In Ask a Policeman, the now frail old man confesses to Rafe, his 

son-in-law, that he was never prejudiced (18). With this mostly likely false confession. 

Noddy seems to realize that in order to conserve the integrity of the community in face of 

the outside onslaughts, both criminal and bureaucratic, it will be necessary to integrate the 

community and establish a more equitable working relationship. In Ask a Policeman, a 

local man from a centuries old Teiano-Mexicano Valley family, Rafe Buenrostro, is the 

Head of the Homicide Squad, a position of authority and power in the Valley. Rafe has 

the responsibility to defend the community, including his feeble father-in-law Noddy 

Perkins, and so, with nary a nostalgic backward glance, the Valley has changed again. 



4. POETRY IN ACTION: LDCHA CORPFS CACTUS BLOOD 

Luc ha Corpi, Chicana poet and novelist, has written three detective novels: 

Eulogy for a Brown Aneel (1992). Cactus Blood (1995) and Black Widow's Wardrobe 

(1999). Gloria Damasco, Corpi's Chicana detective-narrator, is a native and long-time 

resident of Oakland, California. She has a daughter, Tania, who is a pre-med student at U. 

C. Berkeley, and she and her grandmother Pita both visit Gloria frequently. In Corpi's 

first detective novel, Gloria began the investigation of the death of a child killed during the 

melee that disrupted the Chicano Moratorium in Los Angeles in 1970. Seventeen years 

later, she resumed this investigation after the death of her husband. Dr. Dario Damasco. 

Gloria had been employed as a speech therapist, but after her husband's death she began 

to see visions of the child's death, "the brown angel," and, troubled both by her 

husband's death and by her visions, she left her employment and resumed the 

investigation. In Cactus Blood. Gloria has made the decision to become a full-time 

detective and is working as the associate of Justin Escobar, a Chicano and a licensed 

private detective. Central to the investigation in all three novels are Gloria's visions and 

her association with Chicana and Chicano poets in the Bay Area. Cactus Blood is her 

detective novel that best shows Corpi's talents as a poet, as well as her commitment to 

the sociopolitical goals of the Chicano Movement and those of Chicana feminism. 

In Cactus Blood. Corpi, the poet, works with metaphor. As a novelist she 

incorporates Chicano history, and when writing her detective novels, she shows herself to 



be an admirer of the classical whodunit. Corpi explores Chicano activism of the nineteen-

seventies, the role of Chicanas as leaders, poets and laborers, and their double 

marginalization as women in their community and as women of color in the United States. 

The exploitation and endangerment of Mexican and Mexican-American laborers, the 

particular problems women face as undocumented workers, the debasement of women of 

color and their sexuality, from within and from outside their communities, are topics 

Corpi addresses in Cactus Blood. 

My focus in this analysis of Cactus Blood is to show how the integration of 

Chicana feminist poetics and Chicana social and political goals constructs another agenda 

for the Chicano Movement in general and projects what I will call a "Chicana foundational 

tale." 

Tim Libretti's analysis of Corpi"s detective fiction points out that the detective 

genre can be used, and has been used, to undermine and openly contest hegemonic 

ideologies. Among critics who have recognized the genre as "conservative," he refers to 

Dennis Porter's reader-centered criticism that posits that the popularity of the detective 

genre is based on its affirmation of membership in a shared cultural community conceived 

as a single conservative hegemonic culture. Libretti goes on to show that Porter's 

configurations of "cultural community" is not the community of a marginalized 

population and that the genre's formula, as adopted by those whom Libretti calls "Third 

World" authors, also assumes a community of readers, but not those of the hegemonic 
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commiinity. 

The point is that the commonplace theory of detective fiction as an 

inherently conservative genre fails to recognize that it is based on 

assumptions about the demographic composition of a readership and the 

ideological perspective of that readership and that if understood in a 

different cultural and demographic context, the detective fiction formula 

could as easily serve a politically radical and social transformative 

function. (67) 

Since detective fiction explains past events it seems to be an excellent genre for "an 

historical materialist interrogation and critique of dominant social forms" (68). Instead of 

returning to the "historical endings" contained in the "generic form of the detective novel," 

the historical and social circumstances that surround the "Third World" adaptation 

demand that the "historical ending" of the genre be transformed. 

The primary difference, that Libretti notes between the recognized "canonical" 

genre and Corpi's detective fiction, is that in Corpi's novels there is no return to the 

"beginning but a recognition that the conditions of internal colonization persist" and that 

"the quest for justice is just beginning" (80). As in Anaya's detective trilogy and 

Hinojosa's Klail Citv Death Trip, the return to the past is not made in order to explain an 

incident or remove a criminal, but is instead made to inform the present and the future. 

In her review of Cactus Blood. Amalia Gladhart laments that "the novel's 
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resolution does not live up to the intricacy of the set-up" (254). This is true; the novel's 

first chapters present a "set-up" similar to those that are acted upon in the classical genre 

or in contemporary female versions of the hard-boiled novel, such as Sue Grafton's 

books. However, in Corpi's Cactus Blood there is no resolution, no return to the status 

quo and no traditional follow-up. Corpi's "set-up" works to establish a 

counterdiscourse. The reader is led into what appears to be a typical whodunit and 

expects that the focus of the narrative will be the investigation of a death. In her short 

review of Cactus Blood. Gladhart does not address the fact that Corpi has used the 

formulaic "set-up" only to pique reader interest and that Gloria's investigation focuses on 

social injustice and not on a single mysterious death. 

4.1. Gloria Damasco Is Not Miss Marple 

In the first chapter, like classical genre author Agatha Christie, Lucha Corpi 

initiates her detective narrative with the discovery of a body. Chicano poet Sonny Mares 

is found dead. By the end of the fourth chapter, following the classical formula, all the 

principal characters of the novel have been introduced by name, or described, and their 

connections with the victim through a past event have been established. In Cactus Blood. 

this event was the United Farm Workers' march and strike in Delano, California in 1973. 

A video of the strike that concludes with the explosion of a pesticide storage tank was 

playing on victim Sonny Mares' VCR at the time of his death. 
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Like many classic detective novelists, Corpi situates the scene of the crime in time 

and place. Sonny's body is discovered in Oakland, California on October 13, 1989, the 

day before the start of the World Series between the Oakland Athletics and the San 

Francisco Giants, "The Battle of the Bay," and four days before the Bay Area's 

catastrophic Loma Prieta earthquake that ends the novel. The actions that follow the 

discovery of Sonny's body are also carefully connected to specific times and locales. 

This is a convention employed by authors of the classical genre that chronologically and 

physically limits the possible opportunities for the criminal to have acted, and enables the 

reader, following the detective's lead, to eliminate suspects. 

Immediately following the discovery of the body. Art Bello, Sonny's best friend, 

needs to be notified but cannot be found. A search is initiated for Art that leads indirectly 

to the autobiographical narrative of Carlota Navarro that we read in the fourth chapter of 

the novel. At the conclusion of this chapter, the list of characters, presumably all 

suspects in the investigation of Sonny's death, is complete. They include the Chicano 

poet-activists. Art Bello and Myra Miranda, and an unnamed male (Ramon) with long 

hair wearing an "Indian hat" who was shown in the 1973 video running from the pesticide 

storage tank that he has just sabotaged, Carlota's Anglo-American employer and his 

family (Dr. and Mrs. Stephens, their two daughters Sandy and Remmie, and their son 

Randolph), Carlota's friend and teacher Josie Baldomar Hazlitt and her husband Phillipe 

Hazlitt, an Englishman, and finally Carlota herself. 
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As is the case in many tales of the classical genre, the cause of death itself is 

mysterious. The only thing we know about Sonny's cause of death is that he died from 

an "unknown substance orally introduced" (15). However, the "set-up" provides clues 

that suggest that a person or persons might have had a motive for killing Sonny. These 

are presented in the first four chapters also. An anonymous note written with lipstick 

and signed "always" is found, and the perforations in this note match two small but deep 

cuts in Sonny's mattress. In Chapter Four this same note, or a similar one, is linked to 

Dr. Stephens' rape of Carlota. Perhaps Sonny also raped Carlota and, like Dr. Stephens, 

was practically stabbed when she left him a note on the blades of a pair of scissors. 

Sonny's brother recalls that Sonny had been upset about receiving bundles of 

herbs tied with snake skin and that he was worried about "some dark force [. . .] at work 

around him" (28). As the narrative progresses the herbs and bundles are connected to a 

Mexican-American curandero ("healer") and it is learned that this man, Ramon Caballos, 

was the man wearing the "Indian hat" in the video. Does he have a sinister connection to 

Sonny? 

A bowl of grapes is found in Sonny's refrigerator. As a supporter of the UFW 

grape boycott. Sonny would never have bought grapes. All those involved in the Delano 

strike (Phillipe, Art, Josie, Ramon and Carlota) become suspects because they all know 

that the presence of grapes would be disturbing to Sonny. Did Sonny betray the UFW? 

Because Gloria has observed signs on Sonny's bed that he had intercourse before his 
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death, she suggests that the woman who had been with him left the grapes for some 

sinister reason. She would have been someone familiar with Sonny's commitment to the 

UFW. Myra, also a Chicano activist and an acquaintance of Sonny's, has not had an easy 

relationship with him and is a possible link to the missing Art Bello, is added to the list of 

suspects. Is it possible that Myra was finally pushed too far by Sonny, and may go on 

to become a serial killer of Chicano poets? 

The fourth chapter, that suggests many of the connections listed above, is a 

•'reproduction" of an autobiographical narrative written by the character Carlota, that the 

detective-protagonist Gloria is editing as part of a volume of Chicana autobiography, 

"Chicana Experiences." Carlota's narrative does not contain any further information 

about Sonny, but it does connect Sonny to approximately two years of Carlota's life 

including the year of the Delano march and strike. However, unlike the classical genre, 

further information regarding Sonny's death is not presented to the reader until the last 

chapters of the novel when Josie confesses all she knows about the case. But, we do 

learn from Carlota that she was in the vicinity of Sonny's home at the time of his death 

because Josie's mother had arranged for Josie to leave Carlota's medication, the 

"unknown substance," there for her to pick up. Carlota's narrative is central to the story 

of Cactus Blood, not so much as a part of the "set-up" for the resolution of the mystery 

of Sonny's death —it confuses this investigation— but as the introduction to a Chicana 

foundational tale. I will explore this shortly. 
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As in classical detective novels, the first chapter asks basic questions: "How did 

Sonny Mares die?" and "Why?" Not untypically we later learn that his death was 

preceded by another, Phillipe Hazlitt's, and the novel concludes, also true to form, with 

the murderer's confession. Josie Baldomar Hazlitt admits to her husband's murder, her 

cover-up of that crime, her intention to implicate Ramon in her husband's death, having 

left Carlota's medication at Sonny's house and the fact that she had witnessed Sonny's 

suicide and never called the authorities. Following another classical convention, she 

commits suicide in order that justice may be served. However, the "classical" reader has 

been misled; the "murderer," Josie, did not murder the "victim," Sonny, introduced in the 

first chapter. 

A classical detective novel is expected to develop an argument, a hermeneutics 

through the course of the novel, that will support the "truth" revealed at the novel's 

conclusion. The basic questions of "How?" and "Why?" the murder victim died must be 

answered. Even though Cactus Blood eventually tells us "how" Sonny died, we feel 

cheated. Sonny Mares committed suicide. We were led to believe that he was murdered 

and that we have been participating in the investigation of a murder. When we leam how 

Sonny Mares died, the first question, "How?," is answered, but the question itself has 

been "lost" to the narrative, so to speak. The answer to the "how" question doesn't seem 

to fulfill the hermeneutics of the genre. The cause of Sonny's death is a revealed "truth," 

but the novel has not developed an argument to support this conclusion. Furthermore, no 
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hermeneutics has been elaborated to answer "Why?" Sonny has committed suicide. We 

never leam conclusively what motivated Sonny to kill himself. His suicide was not pre

meditated; he himself had not procured the means he used to inflict his death. At the end 

of the novel it is conclusively shown that these means, the foreign substance (Carlota's 

medicine) and the menudo he ate to administer it, had not been left in his home with any 

malicious intent. They just happened to be there when he just happened to want to kill 

himself. 

In Chapter Five we realize that Sonny, Art, Josie and Phillipe Hazlitt, Carlota and 

Ramon, who all appear in a photograph together dating from the time of the Delano 

strike, have known each other for many years. These intersecting relationships create too 

many misleading clues for a reader accustomed to the formulaic genre to handle. 

Detective novels develop plot by altemating information useful to the resolution 

of the mystery with information that slows the forward impulse of the narrative and 

stalls the gratification of resolution. Corpi begins to depart from the classical genre in 

Chapter Five by losing sight of Sonny's death and favoring a search for Art Bello. For 

detective Gloria, this line of investigation is fruitful because she uncovers "crimes" she 

was not investigating, and ultimately avoids having to explain Sonny's inexplicable dead 

end. However, for the reader the loss of balance between revealing and misleading clues to 

the mystery of Sonny's death is confusing. After Chapter Five of Cactus Blood the 

forward movement seems to have stalled completely. 
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The detectives, Gloria and Justin, initially direct their investigation towards 

locating Art Bello, Sonny's missing poet friend, first to inform him of Sonny's death and 

later for his own safety. They start on his trail, but then coincidence seems to prevail in 

the novel. Josie keeps disappearing just when the detectives are about to get some 

information from her, or appearing just when they are trying to avoid arousing her 

suspicion. Not until Josie's confession at the end of the novel do we learn that it was she 

who left the grapes and herb bundles at both Sonny's and Art's homes in order to 

implicate Ramon in the murder of her husband. Phillipe along with Art and Sonny had 

witnessed Ramon destroy the pesticide storage tank where a man was accidentally killed 

and they later testified against him. We have been led to believe that Ramon is the prime 

suspect. However, Ramon is not to be found; he is reported to be in prison or dead from 

cancer. Phillipe Hazlitt's death is considered by the detectives to have been either a 

suicide or a disappearance which they do not actively investigate. The police suspect 

that Josie murdered him, but any reader of detective fiction knows the police to be 

bunglers: and this policeman who is working in conjunction with the migra (an officer of 

the U. S. "Immigration and Naturalization Service")^ is naturally distrusted by the 

detectives and the community of Chicano readers. 

Furthermore, Carlota's life seems to have intersected not only with the lives of all 

the various "suspects" and "victims" in the novel, but also with the lives of Gloria's 

deceased husband and the named and anonymous homeless of Oakland, Carlota's 
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whereabouts at the time of Sonny's death are in question because of the memory lapses 

she suffers that were caused by her exposure to pesticides. This makes her testimony 

and herself suspect, but the detectives cannot find any motive for her having killed Sonny. 

Then who left the note written in lipstick? To find this out another whole series of 

misleading clues point towards some member of the Stephens' family, but what could 

have been a motivation for any of them to have killed Sonny is never suggested. 

It would be simplistic to view this novel as a typical example of the classical 

genre. The "set-up" of the first four chapters prepared us to expect a classical whodunit. 

However, Corpi has only tantalized the reader with an "easy" read. With each chapter 

that follows Chapter Four, Carlota's autobiographical narrative, the structure of the novel 

moves further away from the formulaic genre. However, if we base our expectations on 

the "clues" contained in the epigraph and in the foreword, entitled "Foreshadows," 

instead of on the first four chapters, then it is not difficult to see that we have been 

forewarned that this "mystery" will be framed in terms much broader than Sonny Mares' 

death. 

4.2. Chicana Poetics 

The recognized organizing factor of the classical detective novel is the mysterious 

death that introduces the basic questions of "How?" and "Why?". In Cactus Blood 

Sonny Mares's death is unimportant. Additionally, when we learn that Phillipe Hazlitt is 
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missing the novel has already departed from the classical formula and takes even less 

interest in his death than in Sonny Mare's. This novel focuses on the social, political and 

economic ills that restrict a Chicana's self-fulfillment and, by extension, that of the 

Chicano community in general and that of a larger community of socially and 

economically marginalized populations. Corpi develops a Chicana narrative whose 

purpose is to inspire curiosity about the role of the Chicana in the Chicano community 

and how her role, now and in the future, has the potential to change her community and 

U. S. sociopolitical practices. This is the "mystery." Instead of focusing on Sonny's 

death, or Phillipe's, the danger that is presumed to threaten Art Bello, or the lipstick-

penned note, it is wiser to start an analysis of Cactus Blood at the beginning of the text 

itself with the epigraph and "Foreshadows." 

The epigraph and "Foreshadows," and the poetic content of the novel that 

follows, confuse the classical detective narrative, expand the relatively sparse historical 

data presented in the novel, direct our attention to a Chicana feminist perspective and 

suggest a Chicana foundational tale. The poetic content frames the novel to a much 

greater degree than the conventions of the classical detective genre. 

Preceding the first chapter of the detective narrative the author presents an 

epigraph, a poem by "Delia Trevifto." Delia Trevino's name comes up once again in the 

novel; she is a Chicana poet and novelist whose story is included in the volume of 

Chicana autobiography, "Chicana Experiences," that was mentioned above and which 
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contains Carlota's autobiographical narrative. "Delia Trevifio" is also the protagonist of 

Corpi's earlier non-detective novel, Delia's Song (1989). In this novel, set in the early 

nineteen-seventies, Delia is a college student, a Chicana activist who is relegated to a less 

active role by the male leadership of MEChA (Movimiento Estudiantil Chicano de 

Aztlan) when her capabilities could handle much more. She does not speak out to her 

male colleagues, but she ultimately escapes the silence imposed by Chicano patriarchal 

society through her writing. 

The epigraph, in conjunction with the "Cactus Blood" of the title, frames the 

poetic content and imagery that intersects with, but deconstructs, the formulaic structure 

of the detective novel. The epigraph refers to the unity among Chicanas. Without this 

unity, Gloria would never have discovered how Sonny Mares died. However, the poetic 

images in the epigraph in conjunction with the title do not lead us to expect that we will 

be reading a murder mystery, much less a novel that focuses on the death of a male figure. 

The epigraph from Cactus Blood, reads as follows: 

...we have been the foreshadows of your dream 

guided at times 

by nothing more than instinct 

Still 

without our collective voice 

yours would have remained 
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a soft cry 

a whisper 

in some indijBferent stranger's ear. 

I 

for one 

lay claim to have done only this: 

provided the soil where your dream took roots. 

Nothing else. (Cactus Blood) 

"We" is the Chicana community. In the context of Cactus Blood the "we" is represented 

by a community of Chicana poets: Delia Trevino, Luisa (who died protecting Gloria in 

Eulogy for a Brown Aneel and who initiated the Chicana autobiographical project), Myra 

(a poet-activist who asked Gloria to edit "Chicana Experiences" after Luisa's death), 

Carlota (not a poet, but the writer of a poetical autobiographical narrative) and the 

detective-protagonist, Gloria Damasco. It is through the efforts of this community of 

Chicanas that women's voices will be heard, their own and those of many voiceless 

others. All Chicanas are embraced by the collective and it is through the collective that 

their "dreams" will take "root." "Root" and "soil" are connected to the "cactus" of the 

title, which is in turn connected to Carlota's cactus and her dreams as we will see below. 

In the epigraph, the collective "we," "the foreshadows of your dream," recognizes 

and encourages an instinctive need to cultivate imagination. "I," the first person voice of 
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the poet recognizes the great importance of the "dream" itself, and also the need for an 

environment, a "soil," where a "dream" can take "root" and flourish. This would be an 

environment where women were not harassed or manipulated, an environment where 

Chicana leadership could grow, sustain itself and make significant contributions to the 

community as a whole. 

Cactus Blood gives a voice to those women, and men, in situations similar to those 

of the characters who do not have access to public forums. It addresses sexual 

harassment and abuse, poor working conditions, underemployment and forced 

assimilation. For example, Josie Baldoniar Hazlitt's father spent the money he, his wife 

and Josie earned on drink, and in one instance related in the novel, tried to prostitute Josie 

for more money. For this reason, Josie warns Carlota never to marry a Mexican. Myra 

Miranda was sexually harassed by Sonny Mares who financially neglected his ex-wife and 

children. These situations are all too familiar to the female population of the United 

States. Carlota was raped by her Anglo-American employer and poisoned by pesticides. 

The novel's focus on farm labor reminds the reader of the poor working conditions 

suffered by this segment of the labor force. Many of the homeless in Oakland are 

veterans who were trained by the U. S. government but as civilians have no access to 

gainful employment. 

All these characters' "soft voices" and "whispers" are heard by "indifferent 

strangers," but when heard by the collective "we" they can be broadcast effectively. In 
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one scene Gloria and Carlota are rapidly passing through a restaurant in Sonoma, 

California in order to avoid being seen by Josie. In the restaurant, Carlota spots a woman 

eating grapes. She harasses the woman by tossing her grapes on the floor, stamping on 

them and loudly informing her that pesticides are poisoning the farm laborers and their 

families. Gloria, attempting to move her along, promises to return to the restaurant and 

talk with the management and, if unsuccessful, picket the establishment (177-178). 

Carlota's "cry" was not "soft," but it was singular and would have had limited 

eflectiveness. It only shocked the woman it was directed towards. However, if Gloria 

keeps her promise, grapes will no longer be served in the restaurant. Furthermore, the 

novel itself has accomplished Carlota's goal: " 'It's important [that] people know we're 

still boycotting grapes and why" " (178). 

The epigraph is followed by the title of the novel and then "Foreshadows," 

precedes the first chapter of the novel itself. "Foreshadows" narrates detective-

protagonist Gloria's original and recurring vision, introduces the poetic imagery of the 

novel (cactus, blood, snakes, fear, sacrifice) and functions as a metaphorical outline of the 

sociopolitical "investigation" that Gloria will undertake and of the foundational tale's 

narrative. In "Foreshadows," keeping in mind that we have read the subtitle of the novel, 

A Mvsterv Novel. we are led to believe that the death to be investigated is that of a 

woman and not that of Sonny Mares. "That's when I saw her. [. . .] A slumping female 

Christ with a prickly-pear cactus cross on her back [...]! know 1 will not rest until I 
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leam for whose sins she was sacrificed," comments the detective-protagonist. This is 

certainly a clue that Cactus Blood will not be the story of the investigation of Sonny 

Mares' death, nor should we expect to find what motivated his death, but instead what 

motivated the sacrifice of this "female Christ." 

Gloria's vision narrated in '"Foreshadows" occurs before Sonny's death and the 

initiation of the detective novel per se. Gloria's vision is of herself in a thicket of prickly 

pear cactus, just at twilight and face to face with a rattlesnake. She backs away from the 

snake, is stuck by the cactus and her "blood left its mark on the fleshy leaves'" 

("Foreshadows"). At the same time she senses someone behind her, a menacing presence, 

but cannot turn because of the snake. The dream continues: 

I saw a clearing in the thorny thicket. Like the snake, I recoiled to gather 

strength. I jumped through the clearing an instant before the rattler lunged 

forward. 1 shivered at the thought that its fangs had passed a fraction of an 

inch from my ankle and stabbed the leaf at precisely the spot where my 

blood was still present. Rubbing my shoulder and leg, I worked my way 

carefully around a huge, old cactus. 

That's when I saw her. The woman. Naked. Her arms stretched 

up, tied to the fleshy leaves. Her legs together, bound to the stem. A 

slumping female Christ with a prickly-pear cactus cross on her back, 

shrouded in blood, bathed in amber moonlight. 
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Ever since, she haunts my vigil and dreams. I know I will not rest 

until I learn for whose sins she was sacrificed. ("Foreshadows") 

Gloria does not ask "Who tortured this woman?" but "For whose sins was she 

sacrificed?" In Chapter Nineteen, "Dreamshadows and Rattlers" towards the end of the 

novel, Gloria realizes that "I had just walked into my recurring vision" and in this chapter 

she finds herself face to face with the female Christ figure (198). 

The sociopolitical content of the novel does not fit in the "set-up" of the classical 

detective novel; it does not move the investigation of the deaths of Sonny Mares or 

Phillipe forward or explain why they died. Only towards the end of the novel is it 

suggested that Sonny may have committed suicide bccause he had writer's block. We 

learn belatedly that Josie killed Phillipe because he was leaving her and would no longer be 

supporting her financially. However, the sociopolitical content of the novel does answer 

why the "female Christ figure" was sacrificed. 

Gloria investigates the "sins" and sinners of twentieth-century U. S. A.. The 

traditional patriarchal Chicano attitude towards the Chicana is one "sin" that is 

investigated. In the novel, the dismissal or belittling of the skills of women by Movement 

Chicanos is brought to task. Myra, respected poet and Chicana activist is reduced to a 

sexual object by her fellow activist Sonny's advances. Gloria's talents as a detective are 

dismissed by Sonny's policeman brother who has never observed her in action. These 

self-serving actions that promote male dominance also include Ramon's heroic, but 



misguided, sabotage of the pesticide storage tank. His refusal to work in conjunction with 

a group put the whole UFW Movement in jeopardy. The behavior of Josie's father has 

led her to reject her Mexican-American heritage, many an Anglo and assimilate Anglo 

culture. Anglo patriarchal privilege proves itself also to be a sinner. Carlota's Anglo 

rapist destroys not only her life, but the lives of his children and wife are also adversely 

affected by his action. 

Global capitalism as practiced in the United States is a big sinner. Carlota's 

experience with pesticides is the prime example, an example that goes beyond her 

personal experience to encompass that of thousands of farm workers and their families 

whose health has been damaged by pesticides (not to mention the threat that pesticides 

hold for the general U. S. population). In order to generate profits for multinational 

corporations, pesticides continue to be used in agriculture and outrageously low wages 

and non-existent benefits for workers further extend the profit margin. Gloria observes 

the poor and the homeless, many veterans of the Vietnam War, unsupported by the U.S. 

government and left to cope with life by selling their blood to a private plasma center in 

Oakland. She concludes, "If there was ever a metaphor for a decadent capitalist system, 

that plasma center was it" (155). 

Another major sinner is North-American racism, active and bloody as in the attack 

on the UFW marchers of 1973, or passive, ignorant and ingrained, as exemplified by an 

elderly wealthy Anglo couple. They mistake Gloria and her associate Justin for a maid 
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and gardener, Mexican of course, looking for employment. Gloria informs them that she 

and Justin are Argentinean and with this change in ethnicity they are asked to have a glass 

of lemonade with the couple (104, 106). 

Perhaps saddest of all the examples of racism is the attack by an intoxicated 

African-American Vietnam veteran on a young Chinese immigrant whose features recall 

for him the men he was sent to kill by a government that abandoned him and has 

di sproportionately conscripted those of his race to tight a war that was not his. Because 

U. S. racist practices have limited the opportunities of African-Americans, Mexican-

Americans and Native-Americans, these populations have been disproportionately 

represented in the armed forces. During the Vietnam War, college students were given 

deferments, and during this time, before affirmative action, there were very few minority 

students who could take advantage of the education deferment that so many white 

students received. African-Americans, Mexican-Americans and Native-Americans have 

gone to war for the United States since the First World War (since the Revolutionary War 

in the case of African-Americans) hoping to find an opportunity to better the educational, 

medical, and economic circumstances of their lives that were limited by racism. They 

have either been disproportionately drafted, because of their lack of these opportunities, 

or have disproportionately volunteered to serve in the armed forces hoping to better their 

lives and the lives of their families. Because of this history of racism and war in the 

United States, the racist reaction of the African-American veteran is doubly painful. He 
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has misdirected his frustrations as a veteran by using the same tool that was used to send 

him to war in the first place. 

Complacency and loss of tradition are also criticized. In his analysis of Cactus 

Blood. Libretti describes Gloria's perspective on the lack of Chicano activism in the late 

nineteen-eighties: "what she longs for is to recapture in the present the political 

enthusiasm and commitment of the past in order to revitalize and redirect the Chicano 

movement" (71). With the exceptions of Carlota and Ramon, all the Chicano protagonists 

of the novel have become complacent and now quietly enjoy the improvements won by 

the activism of the nineteen-sixties and nineteen-seventies. Furthermore, traditional 

curandera perspectives are ignored or vilified. Gloria's mother, Josie's mother and 

Carlota all know that an earthquake is imminent when there is a change in the sky and 

pets disappear, but the obvious danger is unrecognized by Gloria and Justin and other 

Bay Area residents. Josie has used her mother's curandera knowledge not to heal, but to 

make the sinister herb bundles that she uses to cast suspicion on the healer Ramon. In her 

analysis of Cactus Blood. Flys-Junquera praises Corpi for her environmental concerns. 

Throughout the Bay Area, Gloria observes with annoyance and disgust as the comfortable 

majority wastes a precious natural resource to water their gardens during the second year 

of a severe drought. 

It is significant that it is a female who is sacrificed for these sins. The institutions 

of power in the United States that have consistently favored political and commercial 
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expedience over social and environmental concerns have long been dominated by men, not 

women. Corpi's parable of sacrifice and resurrection posits woman as the central figure 

of redemption. 

After the first chapter and the initial investigation of Sonny's death in the first 

three chapters of the narrative, we may have forgotten that what Gloria is investigating 

are the sins that have prompted the sacrifice of the "female Christ." She may also seem 

to have forgotten this in her pursuit of Sonny's "murderer," but her recurring vision 

reminds her and the reader throughout the novel that the sins for which the "Redeemer" 

was sacrificed are the objects of her investigation. If we initially found ourselves 

concentrating on the mystery surrounding Sonny Mares' death, after Carlota's narrative 

in Chapter Four the question of "for whose sins" resurfaces. The convoluted detective 

investigation spins off from Carlota's life story, but more importantly her story returns 

the reader to the thesis question of the novel posited by the poetic imagery of the 

epigraph and "Foreshadows." "For whose sins" was the Redeemer sacrificed? 

4.3. Bleeding Borders: Carlota's Narrative and Gloria Anzaldua's New Mestiza 

Gloria Anzaldua is a Chicana poet, editor, essayist and lecturer, and shares 

Corpi's Chicana feminist perspective. She grew up in south Texas in an impoverished 

Mexican-American family. As a lesbian and as the daughter of a traditional family with 

well-defined masculine and feminine roles, she has had to formulate her own personal 
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tradition. Carlota, Corpi's central figure in Cactus Blood, is a Mexican immigrant, an 

abused domestic, an illegal resident without access to health care, a vessel of Mexican 

cultural traditions and a lesbian. Her poetical autobiographical narrative is to be included 

in a collection of Chicana autobiographies. For these reasons Anzaldua's work as an 

editor of the writings of women of color. This Bridge Called Mv Back, and her own 

autobiographical essay and collection of poetry, Borderlands/La Front era, the New 

Mestiza. can offer insights into the characterization of Carlota and the construction of a 

Chicana feminist foundational tale. 

Anzaldua's Borderlands/La Frontera has been a "fundamental contribution" and is 

"deservedly well known," both in Latin America and in the United States and Britain. 

(Mignolo 54), (Singh and Schmidt 13). In Borderlands/La Frontera she configures the 

Mexican-American border as both a physical space defined geographically and as a 

cultural space unrestricted by political borders. In 1981, Gloria Anzaldua and Cherrie 

Moraga edited This Bridge Called Mv Back. Writings bv Radical Women of Color which 

has become a standard text for women's studies' courses. Anzaldua has been 

instrumental in exposing the voices of women of color to a greater population and has 

constructed poetic images that visually portray the liminal space these women occupy 

situated between that of pariahs of their own communities and as the "other" in 

relationship to the mainstream patriarchal and mainstream feminist majority. Anzaldua's 

work as an editor and as an essayist-poet has undoubtedly been an influence on both 
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Corpi's poetic imagery and on the characterization of her central character, Carlota. 

Carlota initiates her narrative by explaining the circumstances that have led her to 

emigrate and describing her trip across the border. When she begins her journey, both of 

her parents have died and she has no means of support. A neighbor arranges for her to be 

smuggled across the border and be employed as a domestic. After entering California she 

travels in the trunk of her future employer's car where she is confined in a crouched 

position with her small bag of possessions and her "tiny, one-leaf Mexican cactus" (45). 

Her tears of fear and discomfort water the cactus. We learn from her narrative that the 

cactus only blooms every five years, and its blooming cycles parallel the life cycles that 

her grandmother predicted would be hers. It is as if she and the cactus are one. Carlota is 

so uncomfortable in the trunk of the car that she thinks she must be dead, but "[a]s 

though to remind me that I was still alive, the cactus pricked my chin" (46). 

Metaphorically the cactus keeps her alive and forces her to sacrifice her blood to dreams 

of a better future. The car finally stops and the trunk is opened: "Every muscle in my 

arms, legs, and belly tensed up, aching for release. Still hugging the potted cactus, I got 

ready to leap out of the trunk" (46). Carlota is not able to "jump" out of the trunk like 

Gloria in her vision of herself in "Foreshadows." However, Carlota, like Gloria in the 

thicket of cactus, has "recoiled," taken the stance of a snake, to gather "strength." The 

space of the trunk was for a time, in Chicana poet Gloria Anzaldua's words that we will 

explore below, a "fecund cave," albeit an uncomfortable one. In the darkness of the trunk. 
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Carlota was able to revisit the few pleasant memories of her childhood and dream of her 

future. She reflected on her grandmother's prediction that in the "seventh cycle" of her 

life she would find "happiness" (Cactus Blood 46). Like the blooming of her cactus, her 

life will be punctuated by dormant and active periods. Like Anzaldiia's "New Mestiza," 

she will need to retire from her activism to gather new strength. 

Carlota"s narrative goes on to tell how much she enjoyed her tenure as the 

Stephens' daughters' caregiver, how Mrs. Stephens encouraged her to take English classes 

and how she was befriended by Josie, a teacher's aid, who also encouraged her to get an 

education. This was a great year in her life cycle that ended two days before her fifteenth 

birthday that marks the traditional emergence of the woman from the child for Chicana 

and Mexican girls. However, like Gloria in her vision of herself in "Foreshadows," 

Carlota feels the disturbing presence of another person observing her. Dr. Stephens has 

been watching her sleep, while she was dreaming innocent dreams of love typical of the 

adolescent that she is. One afternoon, two days before her fifteenth birthday, as she 

contemplates the shadows of her cactus, now much grown and intertwined with those of 

a saguaro and an agave, Dr. Stephens approaches her. She, unlike Gloria, is in a peaceful 

thicket of cactus, but like Gloria, she is in a dangerous trap. Both are surrounded by a 

cactus fence, a "fecund cave," from the perspective of Anzaldua's "New Mestiza," that 

can be as deadly as it is empowering. 

Dr. Stephens makes a comparison between her mature body and that of her cactus 
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just before he brutally rapes her. Corpi abandons poetic imagery when Carlota describes 

the rape scene. After having raped his daughters' nanny. Dr. Stephens leaves the house, 

and in his absence Carlota bathes, scrubs herself raw, and leaves a hastily-penned lipstick 

note on his bed where she was raped. She has just collected her few belongings and has 

dug up her cactus, potted it in a container that she has emptied with a vengeance of one of 

Dr. Stephens' prize gardenias, when Stephens returns. He looks for her, sees his 

destroyed gardenia, but does not see her. Carlota narrates, "I waited in the shadows, my 

belongings and my potted cactus in the burlap bag beside me. I recoiled deeper into the 

[darkness]" (52). Again, like Gloria Damasco in her vision, Carlota mimics the posture of 

the snake, but this time she gains strength in the "fecund cave." Then she flees the 

Stephens' house and the financial security it represents. This is when, as she passes 

through a field of onions recently treated with pesticides with her raw and newly bathed-

skin, she is infected by the poison that will impede her speech and memory and debilitate 

and eventually kill her. "Violated" in more ways than one she concludes her narrative of 

this night; "I was the violated sister, the dark face of the moon. But I would regather 

myself (53). Her narrative connects her with the daughter of Coatlicue, Coyolxauhqui 

the moon, who was mutilated by her brother Huitzilopochtli. 

It is no wonder that after reading Carlota's story in Chapter Four, we fear that she 

will be the woman Gloria has seen in her vision. She most certainly appears to have been 

an innocent sacrificial victim. However, Carlota who at such a tender age has already 
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sacrificed so much, does regather herself. Despite bouts of sickness, trying to maintain 

her health without the help of the state, living by her wits or with the help of friends, 

including Josie's curandera mother and the homeless of Oakland, and in constant fear of 

the immigration authorities, lamiera. Carlota manages to get some education, speak out 

against the use of pesticides and, as she gains expert knowledge of the multiple problems 

that arise from the use of pesticides, she is able to earn fees for lecturing on this subject. 

She is a fighter and will not be the sacrificial lamb. Her stoiy projects a Chicana who, in a 

less hostile environment, would be capable of making significant contributions to the 

Chicano community. Carlota is the tragic heroine of Corpi's foundational tale. 

In her construction of self Gloria Anzaldua's "New Mestiza" relies on what 

Anzaldua terms the "Coatlicue State." Anzaldua posits that the identity of the Pre-

Colombian female godhead was deformed first by the Aztecs and then by the Spanish. 

Her view is not inconsistent with current scholarship on Pre-Columbian art (Miller 78), 

or with critics of Chicano literature (Rebolledo and Rivero 189-192). As told by Nahuatl 

poetics, Coatlicue was the Aztec mother goddess who, impregnated by a feather, gave 

birth to the sun, Huitzilopochtli the primary Aztec deity, the moon. Coyolxauhqui, and 

the stars. At birth, Huitzilopochtli fights his siblings who have accused their mother of 

adultery. He beheads and quarters his sister Coyolxauhqui and scatters his brothers, the 

stars, in the heavens (Leon-Portilla Literatura 13-17). Anzaldua shows that Coatlicue, 

along with all Aztec female deities who may have only been representations of different 
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aspects of Coatlicue, personified a complex balance of "dark" and "light" attributes. 

However, following Tlacaelel's reconstruction of the Aztec theocracy (1426-1481), the 

"dark" aspects of the female deities were emphasized and this created a "split" between 

the "light" and "dark" elements of each of these goddesses (Borderlands 27). Later, 

through the syncretic relationship between Spanish Catholicism and native beliefs, these 

female figures became either saintly figures sanctioned by the Church or dark figures of 

popular folklore and history. Tonantsi (also spelled "Tonantzm") became the Virgin of 

Guadalupe, the positive symbol of Mexican motherhood and nationality (Borderlands 

27). Cihoacoatl became the Llorona ("Crying Woman") whose origin in Mexican folklore 

is both Spanish and Nahuatl (Rebolledo and Rivero 192). She lost or drowned her 

children and. inconsolable in her loss, wails in the night (Borderlands 33, 35). Coatlicue 

became Malinche. the contemptuous name given the native woman who acted as 

translator and guide to Heman Cortes, and who is also known as a puta ("whore"), the 

woman who let herself be raped by the Spanish conquistador, and who is the mother of 

the mestizo ("mixed") Mexican population. 

Anzaldua "integrates" the "contradictions" of the goddess Coatlicue that 

patriarchal societies split apart (Borderlands 47). In her "Coatlicue State," the conscious 

mind releases itself to the will of the unconscious, Coatlicue. The conscious mind cannot 

stay there in the unconscious, because to do so would be to relinquish life. But the 

conscious self must relinquish control in order to get in touch with the inner self that is 
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full of rational contradictions. When the conscious self emerges it must apply its new 

self-knowledge consciously (48). 

In order to understand the imagery Anzaldua uses to describe her "Coatlicue 

State." and the adaptation of this imagery by Lucha Corpi in the novel Cactus Blood, it is 

necessary to have a visual image of Coatlicue. The best known representation of 

Coatlicue, a statue over six feet tall, was "a depiction so fearsome that it was 

systematically re-interred at various times after its accidental discovery in 1790 in 

excavations near the Cathedral [in Mexico City]" (Miller 207). Gloria Anzaldua describes 

her thus; 

She has no head. In its place two spurts of blood gush up, transfiguring 

into enormous twin rattlesnakes facing each other, which symbolize the 

earth-bound character of human life. She has no hands. In their place are 

two more serpents in the form of eagle-like claws, which are repeated at 

her feet: claws which symbolize the digging of graves into the earth as well 

as the sky-bound eagle, masculine force. Hanging from her neck is a 

necklace of open hands alternating with human hearts. The hands 

symbolize the act of giving life; the hearts, the pain of Mother Earth giving 

birth to all her children, as well as the pain that humans suffer throughout 

life in their hard struggle for existence. The hearts also represent the taking 

of life through sacrifice to the gods in exchange for their preservation of the 
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world. In the center of the collar hangs a human skull with living eyes in 

its sockets. Another identical skull is attached to her belt. These 

symbolize life and death together as parts of one process. [. . .] In her 

figure, all the symbols important to the religion and philosophy of the 

Aztecs are integrated. (Borderlands 47). 

This figure of a virgin mother (impregnated by a feather) bears no physical resemblance to 

the Virgin of Guadalupe, the Llorona or Malinche. Anzaldua returns the image of woman 

into an image closer to earth, dirt, soil. "Coatlicue" is translated as the "snake-skirted 

goddess." 

In nature a rattlesnake is vulnerable when it has just shed its skin. It will retreat to 

a hiding place where it will stay until its new skin is tough enough to protect it from its 

close contact with its environment, the surface of the earth. While it is in its hiding place 

it is extremely vigilant and will immediately strike any invader. Anzaldua reminds us that 

the Olmecs, the oldest civilization of Mesoamerica (c. 1500 B.C.) "associated 

womanhood with [. . .] the serpent's mouth, a sort of vagina dentate" (sic) (Borderlands 

34). They considered it the most sacred place on earth, a place of refuge, the creative 

womb from which all things are bom and to which all things returned" (34). The snake's 

den is the "fecund cave" of Anzaldua's "Coatlicue State." In the confined space of its den 

the snake is most vulnerable, but its strike is most likely to hit its mark. In its den the 

female snake lays its eggs. 
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Anzaldua's "Coatlicue State" will not allow vulnerability to be equated with a lack 

of defense. Moreover, she destroys the dichotomy between vulnerability and aggressive 

defense. In her explanation of how she came in touch with the "Coatlicue State," 

Anzaldua refers to cactus. Anzaldua calls herself a "nopal de castilla." a "spineless" 

variety of cactus that has no "protection," so she has needed to "cultivate" for her image 

of herself a variety of cactus with "needles, nettles, razor-sharp spikes" to "protect" 

herself (45). The Nahuatl goddess Tonantsi is venerated for having given the people the 

agave, a thorny plant commonly called a "cactus." She gave "the cactus plant to provide 

her people with milk and pulque [an alcoholic beverage]" (27), as fiber for clothing and 

other uses . Anzaldua does not make a connection between her "spineless" cactus self, 

the thorny plant that Tonantsi gave to the people or the "spineless" variety her 

"Mamagrande Ramona grew in back of her shed" (45). The connection is there, however, 

and needs to be made when considering the relationship between Carlota and her "nopal" 

or "prickly-pear" (words used by Corpi) cactus. One member of the genus Opuntia 

commonly called "nopal" cactus or "prickly-pear" cactus (Wilder 22) is actually a 

"spineless" (Earle 52) variety of cactus that has "areoles" (Earle 52), or, 'culinarily' and 

environmentally speaking, "small spines." The "nopal," Opuntia Phaecantha. is 

cultivated for food and as a living fence for protection against human and animal invasion 

and to enclose wandering children and animals. In the Mesoamerican tradition, 

documented by Mayan representational art and Nahuatl poetics, cactus thorns were used 
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order. The cactus that accompanies Corpi's Carlota on her life journey is a "nopal." and 

symbolizes giving life and sacrificing life. It also forms or is associated with Anzaldua's 

concept of a "fecund cave," that, in Corpi's Cactus Blood, creates a living fence that 

either protects or traps Carlota and Gloria Damasco. Furthermore, prickly pear cactus is 

indigenous to both Mexico and the Southwest of the United States, the geographical 

location of Chicano Aztlmi. 

Gloria Anzaldua's study of the origin and characteristics of a pre-Tlacaelel 

Coatlicue posits a feminist spiritual basis for Corpi's foundational tale. Corpi's poetry 

and her characterization of Carlota work to create a figure that re-unites the three aspects 

of the Chicana mother. "La gente Chicana tiene tres madres" ("The Chicano people have 

three mothers") f Borderlands 30). These are the Virgin of Guadalupe, the Llorona and 

Malinche. Carlota is all three. Acting as Remmie Stephens' nanny for a year, Carlota 

was the single human being from whom Remmie experienced love and care coupled with 

self-sacrifice. For Remmie, the adolescent Carlota was a virgin mother. The Llorona 

represents the "Mexican and Chicana woman's feeble protest when she has no other 

recourse" (Borderlands 33). Carlota howls like the Llorona speaking out against the use 

of pesticides, but her protest is feeble because she has no recourse to a broad audience. 

She is also Malinche. who is raped by Dr. Stephens who, because of his financial and 

social position, is a male leader of conquering Anglo invaders. From the perspective of an 
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assimilated Mexican-American she is Malinche. the traitor, who will not follow her 

mentor, Mexican-American Josie's advice and betray her Mexican cultural heritage and 

embrace Josie's USA-American assimilation. From a traditional Mexican-American 

perspective, she is Malinche. the "puta" ("whore'), because she is lesbian. 

In the passage below Anzaldua uses the imagery of the rattlesnake, the Aztec 

mother goddess Coatlicue. and her "fecund cave" to explain the painful and rewarding 

process of self-renewal. 

Every time she makes "sense" of something, she has to "cross over" 

kicking a hole out of the old boundaries of the self and slipping under or 

over, dragging the old skin along, stumbling over it. [. . .] It is only when 

she is on the other side and the shell cracks open and the lid from her eyes 

lifts that she sees things in a different perspective. It is only then that she 

makes the connection, formulates the insights. It is only then that her 

consciousness expands a tiny notch, another rattle appears on the 

rattlesnake tail and the added growth slightly alters the sounds she makes. 

Suddenly the repressed energy rises, makes a decision, connects with 

conscious energy and a new life begins. It is her reluctance to cross over, 

to make a hole in the fence and walk across, to cross the river, to take that 

flying leap into the dark, that drives her to escape, that forces her into the 

fecund cave of her imagination where she is cradled in the arms of 
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Coailiciie- who will never let her go. If she doesn't change her ways, she 

will remain a stone forever. No hav mas que cambiar. (49) 

The images "cross over," "hole in the fence," "walk across," and "cross the river" can all 

represent the border crossings of Mexican immigrants. As soon as the border is crossed 

the Mexican immigrant becomes the "alien," the "other" who could at this point "remain a 

rock forever." Anzaldua's New Mestiza rewrites the metaphysical tenants of both 

Nahuatl and contemporary Mexican culture, and through an on-going process of revision 

is able to find herself, define herself in a constantly threatening and changing environment. 

It is her imagination, the "fecund cave" of Coatlicue. part snake and part woman, that 

renews her and forces her to act. 

The "cave," that was constricted and imposed in Carlota's narrative and uncertain 

and threatening in Gloria's vision, becomes in Anzaldua's perspective self-imposed and 

necessary as it is for the snake after having just shed its skin and before its new skin will 

protect it. Reinvigorated by reconnecting with her fecund imagination, the New Mestiza 

is able to learn from her daily "crossings." When Carlota gets out of the trunk of Dr. 

Stephens' car, her life opens up. For a year she performs a useful service, is educated and 

begins to contribute to the Chicano community. 

All people of color in the United States, and anyone who is obligated to leave or is 

ostracized within a community, experience borders. These are borders that are crossed 

daily within a community itself. Anzaldua's "crossings'" are no longer debilitating; she 
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has gained strength from them. 

Throughout the novel Carlota's "border crossings" are traced as she moves from 

one place to another. The Mexican cactus that is representational of herself, that she 

brought with her to the United States is planted, uprooted, planted again, and regenerated 

from its cuttings. It leaves new plants in California. The cactus leaves behind its 

potential for inflicting pain and closing borders, but it also leaves behind its potential for 

providing subsistence and refuge. The cactus' journey and its propagation are symbolic 

of Carlota's movements and the influence she has on those around her, and its offspring in 

California represent the enduring influence she will have in the United States. In Corpi's 

novel, woman is the catalyst for the action of the narrative; women's contributions to the 

Chicano Movement are re-evaluated, and women's poetry frames the narrative. Corpi's 

characterization of Carlota, like the "New Mestiza" posited by Anzaldua, incorporates an 

historical and a metaphorical perspective that are projected from a feminist world view. 

This view is not exclusive. As Cherrie Moraga states in the preface to the second edition 

of This Bridge Called Mv Back: the collected writings of radical women of color "are for 

all the women in it and all whose lives our lives will touch" ( Bridge xix). Moraga uses the 

word "dream" as a metaphor for a shared feminist sociopolitical agenda in the same way 

that Corpi's fictitious poet, Delia Trevino, uses it in the epigraph to Cactus Blood. 

Moraga writes: "We are a family who first only knew each other in our dreams" (Bridge 

xix). Moraga, like Trevino, projects a future where this communal unity of dreams has 
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the possibility to "make faith a reality and to bring all of our selves to bear down hard on 

that reality" (Bridge xix). 

4.4. Planting a Cactus, a Chicana Foundational Tale 

The three central Chicana protagonists of the novel, Gloria, Carlota and Josie, 

represent three "incarnations," so to speak, of the mestiza, the Chicana. In the 

foundational tale, Josie, the assimilated Chicana, represents what will be a situation and a 

perspective relegated to the past. There will be no need for Chicanas to deny their 

heritage in the future where border crossings between cultures will present opportunities 

for self-renewal. Carlota is the present; she fights the battle daily by confronting and 

subverting socioeconomic authority. However, she must return to Mexico; she is dying 

and she no longer has the ability to renew herself. The original "loss" of her skin to 

pesticide poisioning has forced her, like the snake, into various periods of inactivity and 

renewal, but now she retums to Mexico and to the embrace of Coatlicue as death. The 

future is up to Gloria. Her visions have predicted the climactic scene of the novel, the 

crucified female figure. Throughout the novel she becomes more aware of present and 

past injustices, and she realizes that she will have to play a more active role in the future 

if sociopolitical change is to be realized. Gloria is not only responsible for the publication 

of "Chicana Experiences," representing the past, but has also been responsible for the 

discovery of the present and will be responsible for planting the last "tiny" cutting from 
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Carl Ota's cactus and the growth of the Chicana activism in the future. 

Gloria Anzaldua expressed in Borderlands/La Frontera how she survives and 

grows on the Texas-Mexico border, on the actual border and the shifting borders erected 

by both racist and gender-based prejudice. Anzaldua's construction of self in relation to 

community addresses the impact that a globalized U. S. economy has on women of color 

and the problems faced by women of color and lesbian women of color within their 

communities. Anzaldua tells how the Mexicans, "taught to believe they are inferior" (48-

49), "must work twice as hard as others" (49). In order to do this it is absolutely 

necessary to spend some time in inactivity, not as a "lazy" Mexican (49), but as part of a 

process of self-renewal. If the New Mestiza is to work twice as hard, and has accepted 

that she must "meet the standards of the dominant culture which have, in part, become 

her standards." then she must renew herself spiritually and intellectually (Borderlands 

49). Anzaldua's process recalls Carlota's experience in the trunk of Dr. Stephens' car and 

Gloria's vision of herself in the cactus thicket. There is someone lurking in the shadows. 

For Gloria Damasco it was Josie, the murderer and assimilated Chicana, for Carlota it was 

her rapist and representative of the dominant Anglo social order. Dr. Stephens, and for 

both, as for Anzaldua, it is the patriarchal prerogative that has attempted to destroy the 

female godhead. 

Carlota's autobiography recorded on a cassette tape, Chapter Four of Cactus 

Blood, is heard by the detective Gloria, her daughter and mother. This Chicana 
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"community" hears Carlota's voice, dismisses her implicated involvement with Sonny's 

death and unites in their support of her. Carlota's manuscript may confiise and frustrate 

the criminal investigation, but it introduces the narrative of her life history that displaces 

the murder mystery narrative with that of a feminist Chicana foundational tale. 

In Chapter Nineteen, Gloria takes the female Christ figure from her cactus cross 

and discovers that neither the woman, nor her unborn baby are dead. She works to revive 

the woman, saves her life and the life of her child. The woman is Remmie Stephens. It is 

possible that Spanish-speaking author Corpi has invented for her female Christ figure an 

English-sounding name that could be construed as another name for a common Spanish 

tirst name. "Remedios" ("Remedies"). Remmie is pregnant with Phillipe Hazlitt's child. 

Josie tortured Remmie because she wanted the money in Remmie and Phillipe's bank 

account. Remmie is a very minor character, who doesn't appear in the novel until this 

last scene. As far as the detective narrative is concerned, this seems a bit disappointing 

and a rather forced ending. However, as far as the dictates of the detective plot are 

concemed, and for that matter the foundational tale, Remmie is "innocent." 

Remmie's innocence, a necessary characteristic for a Christ figure, is central to the 

foundational tale, because it is through her relationship to Carlota that her innocence is 

revealed. Remmie was the neglected child of the Stephens' family, whose one year of 

happiness was when Carlota cared for her. She was kept ignorant of her father's crime 

until her mother's death almost fifteen years later, and is full of remorse for having 
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thought for all those years that Carlota had abandoned her. She stumbled into Phillipe 

Hazlitt while looking for Carlota to thank her for that one year of happiness. Also 

looking for Carlota, she came in contact with Ramon while he was in prison. She visited 

Sonny on the night of his death to get information from him about Carlota's whereabouts. 

In order to get in his good graces she brought him two gifts: the video of 1973 and a 

serving of menudo. Remmie does not get any information from Sonny and after she has 

escaped his unwanted and aggressive advances, he poisons the menudo, eats it and dies. 

Even though Remmie knows that Josie has killed Phillipe, that she should fear for her 

own life, she goes to the lonely site where she will be "crucified" by Josie, in order to 

keep her appointment with Ramon who has promised to reintroduce her to Carlota at 

last. 

Remmie has no significant role in the detective story, but clearly represents a 

reevaluation of history fundamental to the foundational fiction. She wants to "rewrite" 

her own lonely history. In order to do so she must find Carlota and pay her "historical" 

debt to her by "rewriting" what had been up to the start of her search and since Carlota's 

disappearance from her life, a false history. She is sacrificed because of her allegiance to 

her caregiver. Her narrative parallels the Christian narrative of Christ's sacrifice. She felt 

that she had been abandoned, a sentiment that Christ expresses in his agony on the cross. 

Her life is saved by the Chicanos who are Carlota's friends, her "mother's" followers, and 

she in tum honors them with her sacrifice. 
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In the hospital recovering from her injuries, Remmie asks Gloria if she can name 

her yet to be bom daughter "Gloria" because Gloria has saved both of their lives. This 

would have been a fitting name for the "daughter" of the Crucifixion (cross a fiction ) story 

and the subsequent resurrection of the female Christ. However, this is a Chicana 

Foundational tale and Gloria requests that the baby be named Luisa after Gloria's poet 

friend from Eulogy for a Brown Ansel and the original editor of "Chicana Experiences." 

Keeping this in mind, along with Remmie's role as the "female Christ figure" and the fact 

that Gloria will plant Carlota's "tiny" cactus on Luisa's grave, it is obvious that the 

metaphoric outline presented by the epigraph and "Foreshadows" functions as the 

structural framework for the foundational fiction. The epigraph, written by a Chicana 

poet, suggested the need for women to support each other, to encourage each other's 

creativity. Gloria has done this by rescuing Remmie's child and naming her after the 

Chicana poet who gave voice to Carlota's history, and in the near future Gloria will plant 

Carlota's cactus, Carlota's Chicana activism and sustenance, on Luisa's grave. Poetry and 

action will fertilize each other and take "root" like a "dream" planted in the "soil" of the 

Chicana community. 

In Borderlands/La Frontera. Gloria Anzaldua describes the collision between the 

U.S. border and the Mexican border as " una herida abierta ["open wound"] where the 

Third World grates against the first and bleeds. And before a scab forms it hemorrhages 

again, the lifeblood of two worlds merging to form a third country—a border culture" (3). 
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In Cactus Blood. Carlota has learned to live on this ever changing border —hunted, or 

temporarily protected by a fake green card or friends, having her voice heard speaking out 

for the rights of all Chicanos or recoiling in the shadows— she has continued to move 

across the abyss that continually opens and closes at her feet. 

Anzaldua's poem "El otro Mexico" that precedes the quotation above expresses 

very clearly the loss and desire for an affirmation of Mexican origin, and the desire to 

effect a change in what is the United States: 

This land was Mexican once. 

was Indian always 

and is. 

And will be again. (3) 

The borderland, described by Anzaldua is the "land" that is to be Mexican-Indian again. 

Its geographical location is the Southwest and Mexico. Even though Anzaldua does not 

use "Atzlm" to describe this area, but uses instead "boderland," her poem expresses the 

desire for continuity expressed by "El Plan Plan Espiritual de Aztl^" ("The Spiritual 

Plan of Aztlm") of 1969. 

It is necessary to remember that both Carlota and Gloria Damasco work within 

the sociopolitical structure of the United States, as does Gloria Anzaldua's "New 

Mestiza," and are cognizant of its restrictions as well as the opportunities for change 

existent within the system. Carlota and the older women of Cactus Blood. Gloria's and 
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Josie's mothers, have maintained ties to Mexico's indigenous heritage, as did Justin's 

deceased mother, that Gloria Damasco has lost. However, it is Carlota, not the older 

women and not Gloria, who is the activist on the "border." Her experience bridges 

indigenous heritage and North American political activism. She confronts inflexible 

dictatorships of patriarchy and hegemony and the complacency of the former activists of 

the nineteen-seventies. Even though she is scarred and her wounds continually re-open, 

she is unafraid. 

The foundational fictions of Latin America, according to Doris Sommer, attempt 

to project a nation where the romantic pair will be able to live and work in peace. Josie's 

abusive childhood and her rejection of her Mexican heritage and Carlota's continual, but 

frustrated, battle against an abusive socioeconomic system underscore the need for a more 

fecund environment for Chicanas and Chicanos alike. Gloria and her associate Justin, who 

first met in Euloev for a Brown Angel, begin in Cactus Blood to develop a deeper 

relationship. In the last unnumbered chapter of the novel, "Epicenters," they 

consummate their love for each other. Even though their love story is only a very minor 

part of the no vel, the characteristics of the relationship they develop are significant from a 

feminist perspective. Together Gloria and Justin have "investigated" Carlota's narrative. 

Their effort at crime solving is a joint effort that does not favor cither's point of view, but 

instead successfully combines them and projects a more equitable and therefore a more 

productive relationship between Chicano and Chicana. 
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With the murder mystery solved. Cactus Blood concludes with the catastrophic 

earthquake of 1989 that reduced much of the Bay Area to rubble and that has had a much 

more lasting impact on Oakland's minorities than on up-scale San Francisco. 

Symbolically, the earthquake can represent the open bleeding wound of Anzaldua's 

borderland. Gloria, her family and Justin have gathered for dinner and to watch the third 

game of the World Series, the "Battle of the Bay," on television. The earthquake strikes 

and the baseball game stops. Baseball is the "national pastime" of the United States. Not 

unlike the western concept of progress which defines all worthwhile human endeavor in 

terms of a lineal progression towards a definite goal, the expectations of the fans of 

baseball must be satisfied by players and teams who are in a constant battle to improve 

the records of previous seasons. The earthquake stops the baseball game and 

symbolically turns to rubble the concept of western progress. 

The earth has sustained an actual open wound. However, in the poetical 

perspective suggested by the novel we can assume that the earthquake is also a symbolic 

wound to the dominant sociopolitical structure whose opening and eventual closure will 

have made an incremental difference in the environment of the Chicana feminist. Both 

geologically and metaphorically speaking, this wound will be opened again along the lines 

of the San Andreas Fault and along the lines of the U.S. sociocultural border. Gloria's 

final comment and the last lines of the novel are: " 'Tomorrow, or when this is over, I 

will plant the tiny nopal at the foot of Luisa's grave,' I promised aloud, looking up at the 
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morning star punctuating the canvas of the mght"(249). The earthquake has momentarily 

or permanently stopped. Gloria has the space for reflection and contemplation of 

renewal; she enters Coatlicue's cave. The earthquake has destroyed material 

representations of the dominant culture and again wounded minorities; the earth has 

hemorrhaged like the border in Anzaldua's description, but a scab will form, and the earth 

will have changed. The shifting pattern of the borderland, now known and recognized, 

will be the site for positive change for the Chicana and her community. 
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5. BREAKING THE MACHO MOLD: MANUEL RAMOS AND MICHAEL NAVA 

Lawyers by profession, Manuel Ramos and Michael Nava have been the most 

prolific writers of Chicano detective novels; between them they have published twelve 

novels. Their lawyer detectives, Luis Montez and Henry Rios respectively, present first 

person narratives reminiscent of nineteen-thirties' and nineteen-forties' hard-boiled 

detective fiction. Montez and Rios, like their predecessors are unmarried city dwellers 

who have lived hard, are not unfamiliar with urban low life, and are very aware of local 

government corruption. My analysis will concentrate on the configurations of Chicano 

masculinity as narrated through the male gaze of these authors. Their construction of 

Chicano masculinity departs from the norm as constructed by the "founding 'fathers' of 

Chicano Renaissance" literature (Perez-Torres 27). 

5.1. The Chicano Macho Mold 

Early Chicano Renaissance works emphasized the positive attributes of working-

class roots while minimizing or ignoring their negative aspects. Many Chicano Renaissance 

critics were offended by the definition given to "macho" by Mexican Nobel laureate 

Octavio Paz in conjunction with his interpretation of the pachucos he observed in Los 

Angeles in the nineteen-fifties. In a reference to Paz, Americo Paredes writes, "Machismo 

—so they tell us— has its origins in the Conquest, when Heman Cortes and his 
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conquistadors arrived in Mexico and raped the women of the Aztecs. From this act of 

violence is born the mestizo, who hates and envies his Spanish father and despises his 

Indian mother ~ in both cases as a result of his Oedipal complexes" ("The United States" 

17). Chicano critics took offense; the rebirth of Chicano literature celebrated the Chicano 

mestizo. 

Rafael Perez-Torres, along with many Chicano critics, confirms that in the case of 

Chicano literature, "literary criticism serves to found cultural identity" (27). The danger 

Perez-Torres perceives, and I concur, is that of a limited cultural identity that privileges the 

Chicano Renaissance "founding fathers" (27). "While advocating and celebrating a sense of 

self. Chicano literaiy criticism effects a disenfranchisement felt strongly among gay and 

lesbian Chicanas/os. among monolingual speakers of English, among the many Chicana 

writers who were not included among the founding 'fathers' of the Chicano Renaissance" 

(27). In 2003 the body of Chicano literature includes a diversity of Chicano experience. 

However, the voice of male homosexuality continues to be marginalized and the nuclear 

patriarchal lamily continues to be emphasized as a cultural marker. 

Americo Paredes is one of the most respected and one of the most often cited of 

Chicano authors. (Of the authors included in my bibliography the following have cited or 

referred to his writings; Hector Calderon. Maria Herrera-Sobek, Rolando Hinojosa, Luis 

Leal, Jose Limon, Francisco A. Lomeli, Genaro M. Padilla, Rafael Perez-Torres, Tomas 

Rivera, Jose David Saldfvar, Ramon Saldivar and Charles Tatum.) Paredes is the first 
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"father" of the rebirth of Chicano literature. He has written fiction, ethnographic studies 

and studies of folklore. In his article,"The United States, Mexico and Machismo" first 

published in 1967 in Spanish, he compares literary (popular and elite) configurations of 

masculinity in Mexican and Anglo-American literature. He uses the terms "macho" and 

"machismo" to refer to both the Anglo-American and the Mexican-American configurations 

of masculinity. Paredes states: "The characteristic traits of machismo are quite well 

known: the outrageous boast, a distinct phallic symbolism, the identification of the man 

with the male animal, and the ambivalence toward women — varying from an abject and 

tearful posture to brutal disdain" (17-18). Paredes does not support this limited view; his 

opinion is congruous with that of Mexican foiklorist Vicente Mendoza and his views of 

machismo as defined by Mexican song: " 'there are two kinds of machismo: one that we 

could call authentic, characterized by true courage, presence of mind, generosity, stoicism, 

heroism, bravery,' [. . .] and 'the other, nothing but a front, false at bottom, hiding 

cowardice and fear covered up by exclamations, shouts, presumptuous boasts, bravado, 

double talk, bombast' " (18). Paredes goes on to state that "the fundamental attitudes on 

which machismo is based [...] are almost universal" (35). Paredes does not use the term 

"male chauvinism," but it is a term that could be applied to Mendoza's second definition 

of machismo in the same manner that Paredes uses "manliness" to refer to "authentic" 

machismo. 

For Paredes the configurations of "authentic" machismo are bound to a "growing 



188 

sense of nationalism" (26,36), for the North American diiring the initial years of westward 

expansion between 1820 and 1839, and for the Mexican during the Mexican Revolution of 

1910 and until 1930. During these years "the sense of manliness is exaggerated" (36), but 

it is "authentic" because "despite all its faults, [it] has been part of a whole complex of 

impulses leading toward a more perfect realization of the potentialities of man" (37). 

There is no room in Paredes' definition of the "authentic" macho for the 

homosexual: "We all know that courage and virility have always been identified as the ideal 

traits of the male, and that both primitive and modem man often have equated the coward 

with the homosexual" (Paredes "The United" 25). Paredes notes that "After World War I, 

a decided shift from machismo to feminism occurs in the United States, but it is not 

immediately apparent in literature" (28). The fiction of Ernest Hemingway "shows us the 

attraction the macho still had for the North American" population (28), but since the 

example of manliness was lacking among the North American Anglo-Saxon population — 

"in real life the man of the United States made less and less of a show over his masculinity" 

(28)— Hemingway sought to "develop the theme of machismo in Spain, Mexico or Cuba" 

(29). "Today Hemingway is scorned by the critics. This is not surprising, since the 

protagonist of the novels now acclaimed by the critics no longer is the macho but the 

homosexual —the other extreme, or perhaps the same thing seen from another point of 

view" (29). He goes on to discuss the hard-boiled genre of literature in works "of the type 

begun by Mickey Spillane," a genre begun in the nineteen-thirties and contemporary with 
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Hemingway's writing, whose "macho heroes are fierce, sexual, and brutally sadistic with 

the female" (29). Parades equates Spillane's type of pulp fictional Anglo-Saxon hard-

boiled machismo with the "false" machismo that is demonstrated by "[a]rtistic boasting [,. 

.] found among Mexican males" (20). Paredes notes that among the Mexican-American 

population, it is "the buffoon of the group who cultivates this genre [false machismo]. 

Usually he is the drunkest and least courageous member of the group, whose lack of valor 

and manliness give him a certain minstrel-like license" (20). 

I have chosen to use "macho" to describe a Mexican-American configuration of 

domineering masculinity based on the use of this term by anthropologists Ana Alonso and 

Maria Koreck. They use the term to connotate the Mexican male whose sexual identity is 

based on the erotic act of penetration, regardless of whether a female or a male body is 

penetrated. They have used this term following Octavio Paz and his definition of chinear 

"the act of taking anything by force" (116). Native ethnographer Jose Limon agrees that in 

popular usage among his working-class subjects the term is associated with chinear. but 

that it is used as the opposite of ioto. a "fag," by the pool hall buddies of his two-hundred-

pound working class brother ("Dancing" 224). As a Mexican-American male in a working 

class environment Limon's choices for sexual identification are limited; he must be either a 

macho or a fag: "O es muv chineon. o es ioto" ("Dancing" 224). I use "macho" to describe 

a masculinity that is characterized by the use of force and bravado and as a term that 

describes a masculinity that actively promotes male prerogative and ignores the feminine in 
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male and the masculine in female.. 

5.2. Luis Montez, a Wannabe Macho 

Luis Montez, the Denver based Chicano lawyer detective protagonist of Manuel 

Ramos' first four detective novels, outgrows a youthful macho perspective. Montez 

accepts the fact that even though he was a wannabe macho during the Chicano Movement, 

and feels nostalgia for the Movement, he was never able to fully embrace the macho style. 

Looking back on the Movement he recognizes the contribution of the Chicana as positive 

and undervalued at the time, and the confrontational male-centered rhetoric that initially 

dominated his memories as having actually worked against the Movement's sociopolitical 

goals. Luis Montez commemorates the traditional caregiver Chicana of the Movement, but 

in the final decade of the twentieth century he associates with Chicanas whose sphere of 

influence has measurably expanded beyond the limitations of the caregiving role or purely 

menial occupations. Manuel Ramos' fiction positively enhances the Chicana who works 

outside the home, long an historical reality for many more Mexican-American women than 

white women, and at the same time acknowledges and encourages the role of the Chicano 

male as a caregiver. 

5.2.1. Chicanismo and Machismo 
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In The Ballad of Rockv Ruiz (1993), and the other three Luis Montez novels, The 

Ballad of Gato Guerrero (1994), The Last Client of Luis Montez (1996) and Blues for the 

Buffalo (1997), Montez battles with his own conscience as he takes a nostalgic trip back to 

his youth and the Chicano Movement of the late nineteen-sixties, early nineteen-seventies. 

At the start of the novel, Montez, a twice divorced father of two sons, is forty-one years 

old and "determined to have" a "midlife crisis" (Rockv 14). He meets just the woman; she 

is "[t]he most beautiful, the most sensual" woman he has encountered for a long time, and 

in his words, "ten years of crust fell off my skin" (5-6). This young Chicana, Teresa 

Fuentes is in the company of his buddy Tino, described by Luis as a "macho" from the 

Movement, who is trying to impress her with his "belligerent and hostile" attitude (Rockv 

6-7). After a long night of drinking,Tino has passed out in Luis' car and Luis and Teresa 

are eating early moming menudo. Luis wants to tell her "old movement stories, brag about 

our days as Chicano radicals fighting cops and university deans," but he does not because 

she must be "scarcely old enough" to even remember the "big names like Cesar Chavez and 

Corky Gonzales" (8). Luis reiterates this stance towards the Movement in the last novel 

of the series, Blues for the Buffalo. In this novel he does not remember "fighting cops and 

imiversity deans," but does tell his young partner, a Chicano from Los Angeles, about 

"fifteen years of stale politics and moldy movement momentos" 26). Again he feels 

nostalgic and the nostalgia is again brought on by a member of the younger generation. In 

Blues for the Buffalo. Luis again is required to evaluate his nostalgic view of the 
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Movement's masculinity and qualify as negative the macho attitude of Chicano Movement 

icon Oscar Zeta Acosta, the "Buffalo" of the title, while viewing Acosta's social activism 

as positive (65). 

In Blues for the Buffalo, a Chicana poet, Charlotte Garcia, is killed in a fire in a 

bookstore frequented by Luis and his old guard generation of Chicano Movement activists. 

Charlotte's lover, an Anglo woman, asks Luis to investigate Charlotte's death; she was the 

only one of the group who died in the fire. Typical of the hard-boiled genre, two 

seemingly disconnected crimes turn out to have a connection. We learn that Charlotte was 

the author of the "song" that identified the Movement and not the fictional iconic Chicano 

male poet, Bobby Baca, who has always taken credit for it, and that the fire was started by 

the half-brother of Rachel, a young Chicana who is missing. 

The title Ramos gives to Charlotte's Chicano song, "Pachuco, Low Rider, Xicano," 

is a slightly disguised reference to the poem "Yo soy Joaquin," by Rodolfo "Corky" 

Gonzales of Denver, that defines the Chicano male by referring to Indian, Spanish and 

mestizo heros of Mexico and the United States and contemporary Chicanos who have died 

in war and urban violence. As in the title of the fictional poem, the poem "Yo soy 

Joaquin" incorporates various linguistic registers of Mexican-Americans. Mexican critic, 

Octavio Ignacio Romano-V., writing in 1967 shortly after the dissemination of Gonzales' 

poem, lauds it as an example of the complexity of the Chicano heritage and as a portrait of 

the Chicano everyman. "Joaquin is many men. Joaquin is every man" (37). Luis describes 
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"Pachuco, Low Rider, Xicano" as having "captured the minds, hearts, and sentiment of 

young militants" and as "the anthem of the Aztlan nation" (27). Later when we find out 

that the actual author of the "anthem" was Charlotte and that she has unselfishly let the 

poem be mistakenly attributed to another, the definition of "Chicano" is expanded to 

include the Chicana. a Chicana lesbian in fact. The belated fictional expansion of the 

definition mirrors the belated acceptance of Chicanas as political equals in the Chicano 

Movement. Luis's diligent search for Charlotte's assassin underscores his acceptance of a 

non-heterosexual Chicano identity. Furthermore, Charlotte's' authorship of the 

quintessential Chicano evervman epic poem shows the separation between female and male 

attributes to be false. 

In Blues for the Buffalo, when Charlotte first meets the young Chicano detective, 

she suggests that he "deserves his own novel," "a movement mystery" (28). In both The 

Ballad ofRockv Ruiz and Blues for the Buffalo, a Chicana is the pivotal mysterious figure 

and women and their actions become central to the detective's reevaluation of the "Chicano 

mystery" itself, the Chicano Movement. In The Ballad ofRockv Ruiz, when Luis meets 

Teresa, she has just taken her bar exam; she was a top student in law school and has been 

hired by one of the most prestigious law firms in Denver. As the pivotal mysterious figure 

of the novel, we do not leam Teresa's true identity -she is Rocky Ruiz's daughter— until 

late in the novel when she becomes a suspect in the murder of Tino and the disappearance 

of Judge Garcia, who along with Rocky Ruiz and Orlie formed a secret Chicano 
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revolutionary group. Rocky Ruiz, the fictional slain hero of the CMcano Movement was 

the leader of this group. 

Contrary to Luis's initial evaluation of her ignorance of the Movement, Teresa 

proves to be very knowledgeable, more so than himself, due to the fact that she has read all 

her father's writings about its activities. Teresa wants to learn more about her father and 

to discover who killed him; she suspects that it was one of his Movement buddies, all of 

whom currently live in Denver, and for this reason she has come to Denver and gotten in 

touch with Luis, l ino, Orlie and Judge Garcia. The novel explores what motivated each of 

these men to participate in the Movement and in particular in the secret revolutionary 

group. 

With the exception of Rocky, whose leadership style we will explore shortly, each 

member of the secret group, Tino. Orlie and Garcia, aspired to positions of power. Luis, 

even though he was unable to recognize his lack of talent for macho heroism, learned early 

on that he was missing something that these other men possessed. 

In The Ballad of Rockv Ruiz. Montez describes this secret revolutionary group of 

men with words reminiscent of Paredes' description of the "authentic" macho: "They 

molded a world where they were the protectors of the people, the vanguard of the 

revolution" (29). Montez "sat in on some" of the meetings of the secret society, but he 

never became a member, "I never passed the test, whatever it was" (30). Montez lacks the 

ability to "mold" others; in his failing law practice he defends the losers of society and 
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frequently loses his cases. In The Last Client of Luis Montez he is disbarred, and when 

Blues for the Buffalo begins he no longer has a secretary or an office. But, in The Ballad of 

Rocky Riiiy, as Luis looks back on the Chicano Movement he remembers a better time 

when a "wave of Chicano pride and enthusiasm that swept the Southwest" (29). In all the 

novels it is this social embrace that he misses most, not the "[hjours of rhetoric. Political 

babble I don't care about any more" (50). These erupted in "factional fighting, turf 

disputes, and maneuvering for leadership of a movement that had lost its direction" (31) as 

it took up other causes, "the Black Panthers," "the truth about Viet Nam" (30), the need to 

create a "new Communist party" and "Chicano capitalism versus Third World unity" (32). 

He obviously sees these divisive tendencies, that are led almost exclusively by males, not 

as manifestations of courage but as male posturing for dominance. 

Rocky Ruiz, however, was different. When Luis remembers Rocky, he recalls his 

role as a mediator between these factions: "he had a way of understanding, of picking out 

what was important. He could see things clearly" (51). When Rocky is killed, this leader 

who had mediated between these egos is killed and his "death ended the movement for 

most of us" (32). When Montez remembers visiting the scene of Rocky's death he recalls 

the "dried tears" that covered his face (33). Luis admires Rocky's skill as a mediator more 

than his skill as a political activist. In all the novels mediation, rather than confrontation, 

seems to be what Luis Montez pursues as he moves between different groups of Chicanos 

in the Southwest. His nostalgia is for unity, but not for a single configuration of Chicano, 
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rather for the inclusion of diverse Chicano identities. 

Montez describes Ms own contribution to the secret revolutionary group as that of 

"an anchor, a soimding wall to help keep them somewhere near reality" (Rocky 30). His 

role was not dissimilar from that of Rocky's wife Margarita. She did not "fall for [. . .] 

macho city jive" (107), and was able to let the young men know that she had no time for 

"their youthful endeavors" (107), and yet was the person who looked after all of them by 

giving them a place to sleep or by feeding them (108). Neither Margarita nor Luis is 

directly involved in the political power plays, but both support the Movement as 

caretakers to the active males who surround them. Almost thirty years later, Luis is again 

the caretaker for the surviving members of the secret group: Tino, Orlie and even the 

powerful Judge Garcia. Over the years since the Movement, Luis has pulled Tino out of 

more bar fights than he'd like to recall, but he was "an old friend" (4). After Tino is killed. 

Orlie and Judge Garcia both call Luis for help. They have been receiving threatening phone 

calls and ask Luis for protection. (As usual, Luis is not completely successful, but he 

tries.) 

Luis participated in the Chicano Movement by marching in demonstrations and 

finding locales and supplies for those who debated and lectured on the university campus, 

in addition to tutoring minority high school students in order to prepare them for college. 

Montez asked for Margarita's help in tutoring some of the young women from "strict, 

traditional families who lived in the San Luis Valley" because, as he confesses. 



I had no idea how to reassure them, how to convince them that they really 

did need to attend this college, where they would be totally out of place, 

surrounded by strange, alien people who spent more on clothes than their 

parents would have for food all year. Margarita did a good job, but in the 

end the students admired her more for her role as a mother than as a 

liberated woman. (109) 

Margarita though "not involved" in the Movement makes a more lasting contribution than 

the radical activists portrayed in the novel. She has been instrumental in helping others 

form productive lives. When Luis sees Margarita again after thirty years, he learns that she 

went to college after Rocky's death and became a teacher and is an artist. She is also the 

mother of the Chicana lawyer, Teresa. Teresa only took the job with "the most 

prestigious law firm in [Denver]" (13) in order to research her father's life. At the end of 

the novel she is working for a firm "representing refugees and immigrants, demanding 

asylum and decent housing" (197). 

The characterization of Margarita and Teresa, as strong, caring, intelligent and 

independent women is typical of the Chicana characters in the Luis Montez series and the 

detective's preference for this type of woman. Luis Montez was in love with Margarita 

thirty years ago, and falls in love with her daughter Teresa as soon as he meets her. He 

tells Teresa what he wants in a woman: "A strong person who doesn't really need me, I 

guess. A contradiction. Someone independent enough to say she wants me the way I am" 
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(Hockv 86). Teresa flees Denver when she realizes that she is a suspect in Tino's murder 

and Judge Garcia's disappearance. After he has located her in Texas, Luis and Teresa have 

a brief passionate affair. They talk about "everything except" the case: "She had a feel for 

the law that I envied, and I assumed she would continue as a lawyer, somewhere in Texas. 

There was no mention of her returning with me" to Denver (135). Luis admires Teresa for 

her intelligence and independence, in addition to her beauty. 

Eventually we learn that one of Rocky's buddies was in the employment of the 

FBI and is responsible for Rocky's death along with having tried to sabotage the 

Movement in general. Since the Movement this man, Orlie, has contributed positively to 

the lives of youths whose futures have been threatened by their involvement in gang 

activities. Orlie interacts with them using their same macho vocabulary, but eventually, 

besides consciously adopting their macho posturing in order to gain their confidence, he 

begins to feel cheated out of his just reward, money. He wants the power of money and 

engages in drug trafficking whose inner workings he has also learned from the youth he has 

guided. That this character has made positive contributions to disenfranchised Chicano 

youths and that he has "sold out" to the capitalistic god of money recently and to its 

ideology in the past, is equated with the inherent pitfalls of both an "authentic" and "false" 

machismo. Orlie was courageous, but at the same time he was ambitiously and brutally 

controlling, and ultimately a boastful coward. 

During the nineteen-sixties and nineteen-seventies many Chicano activists were 
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targeted by the FBI; among them was Rudolfo "Corky" Gonzales, author of "Yo soy 

Joaquin" the Chicano anthem referred to in Blues for the Buffalo, who spent much of his 

life counseling urban ghettoized Chicano youth (see Ernesto Vigil). Neither the 

characterization of Orlie, nor the reference to Gonzales' poem, "Yo soy Joaqufn" are meant 

as criticisms of Gonzales specifically. In my opinion, these references serve to demystify 

the Chicano Movement and encourage constructive criticism of the Movement's 

shortcomings, and discourage limiting definitions of what is politically "Chicano." Rudolfo 

"Corky" Gonzales organized Chicano youth, but his radicalization of the Chicano 

Movement contributed to its downfall. More moderate Chicanos broke away and, without 

the original unity, the Movement lost momentum. As Charlotte notes in Blues for the 

Buffalo, with her comment on Oscar Zeta Acosta, in-fighting among those who would 

definitively define "Chicano" continues to be a problem: "[Oscar Zeta Acosta j [t]he first, 

and some would say, the only real Chicano lawyer. [. . .] A pig of course—he had no 

respect for women. And some think he was a provocateur, and a drug dealer. Of course he 

was called a sellout too, but then who among us is ever really Chicano enough?" (29). 
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5.2.2. A Revised Macho Corrido 

Manuel Ramos' Luis Montez and Raymond Chandler's Philip Marlowe, both 

detective protagonist narrators, share the follovwng traits: they distrust local government, 

they "need" a drink when stressed, often drink too much and suffer the consequences, 

constantly remind the reader that they are in pain, pass out frequently, lie to and annoy the 

police, give colorful physical descriptions of the other characters, of poverty and wealth, 

and emphasize female sexuality in their descriptions of women. Each detective is at times 

painfully aware of his short-comings, but tries to live up to an ideal of masculinity that is 

supposed to be, in Chandler's words, that of the " 'common man' " (Abbott 17). 

However, the "common man" each detective admires graphically points out the difference 

in each author's configuration of an ideal masculinity. Detective Marlowe's "man's man" 

is always a loner like himself and Marlowe will rarely accept his collaboration, even if 

offered. Luis's "man's man" is his father Jesus, who continually bails him out of personal, 

financial and investigative problems. 

In each Luis Montez novel the detective's almost eighty year old father represents 

the ideal Chicano masculinity for the protagonist, "Jesus Genaro Montez, migrant worker, -

coal miner, construction laborer, father of four sons and three daughters admired and 

respected by his friends and neighbors, feared by his children" and a widower who was 

happily married for most of his long life, is the detective's father. Jesus is the rock in Luis' 

life and Luis knows that "he would stand laughing over my coffin when I cashed in" 



(Rocky 24). Their relationship has always been antagonistic, but each can count on the 

other always. When Luis would come home from college and be "spouting piis] movement 

ideology" Jesus thought this was "particularly funny" (57). Later, as an adult Luis realizes 

that "[w]hat we knew about our culture, we learned from books, ignoring the lessons 

people such as my father had tried to teach us for years" (57). After Rocky's death Luis 

goes home to work himself out of the depression he has fallen into and "[w]hen it was time 

for me to leave, [Jesus] said only that I could come back whenever I wanted" (57). 

Throughout the course of the novels Luis goes back to his father and each time he does the 

narrative highlights the stability of Jesus' life that is characterized by his role as a widower 

and a father, as a good neighbor, his frugality, his ability to take care of himself, and his 

courage in the face of poverty and prejudice. All of the previously mentioned are 

characteristics of the "authentic" macho, that do not stand out in the characterization of his 

lawyer detective son, but both share an interest in the Chicano culture. 

Luis admires Jesus' role as a father, and now as the grandfather of his sons. The 

twice-divorced detective sees his sons infrequently throughout the course of the series; 

Jesus sees them more often and, in The Ballad of Rocky Ruiz, promises them that he will 

teach them Spanish, something that Luis has neglected to do. Jesus, old, independent, 

cranky, is the center of a non-traditional family whose principal members belong to the 

next two generations of Chicano males: Luis and his two sons. 

In Blues for the Buffalo Jesus not only shoots the murderer, but is responsible for 
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providing a safe place for Ms tormented sister. In the novel a mysterious young CMcana, 

Rachel, is looking for her supposed father, Oscar Zeta Acosta who disappeared in 1971. 

Rachel is the daughter of a poor single Mexican immigrant woman who died in childbirth. 

After several years with foster families, she was "adopted" by her natural father who is a 

promiscuous married man and the head of a wealthy old Mexican-American family from 

California. Rachel comes to live in a luxurious mansion with her half-brother and sister. 

Unknown to the detectives, Luis and Rad the young Chicano from California, since her 

earliest days in this wealthy household Rachel's half-brother has violated her. Rachel's life 

has been defined by the macho sexuality of her father and half-brother, and since her 

childhood, Rachel's younger half-sister has had to witness her torment. The dysfunctional 

wealthy family is a staple in Chandler's detective fiction. However, he, unlike Ramos, 

does not offer an alternative. In Blues for the Buffalo. Rachel's half-sister communicates 

Rachel's true story and all the sordid family history to Jesus because he makes her feel 

comfortable and at home for the first time in her life. With her information, her brother is 

exposed as Charlotte's murderer and the reader is given an explanation for Rachel's 

disappearance. (Rachel, like the historical Chicano icon Oscar Zeta Acosta, is never 

found.) 
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5.3. Marginalization in Atzl^: Criticism of Richard Rodriguez 

Ramon Saldivar's Chicano Narrative, published in 1990, referred to by many 

researchers as a defining analysis of Chicano Literature, includes Chicana authors, 

heterosexual and lesbian, as well as Chicano authors, but does not recognize any narrative 

of Chicano male homosexuality. Saldivar mentions that he has not included either Arturo 

Islas or John Rechy, but does not mention that these authors' works refer to Chicano male 

homosexuality and. even though he analyzes Richard Rodriguez's autobiography, Hunger 

of Memory, he seems completely unaware of what role Rodriguez's homosexuality may 

have had in defining his Mexican-American identity and his political views. Saldivar 

cannot have been unaware of Rodriguez's homosexuality; Rodriguez had come out of the 

closet before his autobiography was first published in 1982. Ramon Saldivar's criticism of 

Hunger of Memory is important to consider when analyzing the configuration of 

masculinity presented by both Michael Nava and Manuel Ramos, because his perimeters 

for "Chicano" contrast to the more inclusive and less exclusive ones of the detective 

novelists. 

In his autobiography Hunger of Memory. Rodriguez does not specifically address 

his homosexuality. However, he does include painful passages of homoerotic longing, 

which he remembers from the perspective of an adolescent who knows that a woman 

should be the object of his sexual desire (127), but cannot as yet associate his fascination 

with male bodies with his as yet unformed gay identity (113, 126, 131, 132). Rodriguez is 
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fascinated with the dark skin of poor Mexican laborers: "They were the men with brown-

muscled arms I stared at in awe on Saturday mornings [....] frightening and fascinating men 

[...] powerful, powerless men. Their fascinating darkness - like mine - to be feared (113-

114). As a child the women of his family have warned him to stay out of the sun or he will 

be taken for a pobre. The braceros are "to be feared" because their dark skin is associated 

with the poverty of hard labor that his parents have fled. Richard's parents fear them so 

much that they are willing to sacrifice money and the use of Spanish in their home in order 

to further Richard's education and save him from poverty. As an adult, Rodriguez feels 

that a distance he cannot bridge exists between himself and his parents. Even though 

Rodriguez blames this on his "education," his education begins not in school per se, but 

with his voracious reading as a child; he actually hides himself in his books: "My father 

opened a closet one day and was startled to find me inside, reading a novel" (45). 

Rodriguez is different from his whole family. His siblings are also good students and 

become professionals, but Richard hid himself in his education, in his books. " 'What do 

you see in your books?' It became the family's joke" (45). 

In his analysis of Hunger of Memory. Saldi'var does not recognize the similarities 

between the experiences of Rodriguez and those of Chicana lesbian author Chem'e Moraga 

whose work is also analyzed in Chicano Narratives. In Hunger of Memory. Rodriguez, 

like Moraga, felt the need to put aside the Spanish language of his home, and embrace 

English as his only language. English was for Rodriguez a " 'public language' " that 
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initiated Ms separation from Ms "private" self, from Ms family according to Saldivar (158). 

(Saldivar prefers to use ""private" to describe the self Rodriguez describes more frequently 

with the word "intimate" throughout the autobiography.) Rodriguez's intention was not 

to separate himself from his family, but this did however occur. Furthermore, in my 

opinion, English, a "public" language allowed him, as sociologist Tomas Almaguer points 

out in the case of Moraga, to assume an " 'anglicized' " identity in order to begin to 

understand sexual otherness apart from the "intimacy'' of his Spanish speaking family 

identification (266). 

Saldivar praises Moraga and condemns Rodriguez for the same act: "[kjnowing at 

ten years old that 'she is queer' [. . .] does not produce [. . .] the kind of alienation that 

Rodriguez blames on Ms education [...]. Rather it produces the political poem of her life 

as she embraces and celebrates her multitudinous difference" rChicano Narrative 190). 

Unlike Moraga, Rodriguez was unable to recognize his homosexuality as a child, but he 

does perceive that in his family his reading is not considered macho: "I knew that I had 

violated the ideal of the macho by becoming such a dedicated student of language and 

literature" (128). Saldivar ignores the fact that Almaguer points out: Moraga is only able 

to create her "political poem" after having rejected her ethnicity and after a long process of 

reconstructing a Chicano ethnicity compatible with her sexual identity (266). Ramon 

Saldivar approves of Moraga's "political poem," which speaks out for the Chicana lesbian, 

and disapproves of Rodriguez's stance against bilingual education and affirmative action 
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without recognizing that what he calls Rodriguez's "overpowering order of the private 

world," could actually be representative of the adolescent Rodriguez's as yet unformed 

perception his homosexuality and that, like Moraga's sexuality, Rodriguez's 

homosexuality may have effected his political views. 

Because Saldlvar recognizes that the traditional configuration of Chicano families 

has limited the identity of Chicanas and quieted their sexual and political voices, it is 

difficult to understand why he avoids recognizing "family" as problematical for the 

homosexual Mexican-American male (21-23). Furthermore, by condemning Rodriguez as 

"assimilated" (158) and "the voice of 'Hispanic America' " (155) Saldi'var is effectively 

branding Rodriguez as "un-Chicano" and limiting the political options for an ethnic 

Mexican-American. 

In order to frame the narrative of Michael Nava's detective, Henry Rios, and 

because of the lack of literature on Chicano homosexuality, I will briefly review 

Rodriguez's last two autobiographical works. Days of Obligation. An Argument with Mv 

Mexican Father (1992) and Brown. The Last Discoverv of America (2002), and again refer 

to Hunger of Memory. The Education of Richard Rodriguez (1982). 

Richard Rodriguez, a Mexican-American gay man of a similar age and background as 

fictional Henry Rios, describes his life as unique and representative of his particular 

experience. In Brown Rodriguez stresses that his life will always be a paradox to himself 

and to others. His autobiographical journey can help us understand the characterization of 
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Henry Rios. However, before I make any comparisons between these two it is proper to 

note that author Rodriguez, unlike the detective-protagonist Henry Rios who actively 

supports gay rights in America, refuses to be the spokesperson for any one singular 

identity. Both Rodriguez and the fictional Henry Rios are Mexican-American males, from 

the northern interior of California, sons of working-class immigrant parents and both are 

well educated: Rodriguez was an undergraduate at Stanford and has a Ph. D. in English 

Literature and the fictional lawyer-detective Rios is a graduate from this same prestigious 

private northern California imiversity and as an imdergraduate studied English literature. 

It is obvious that the perimeter established for this dissertation is dictated by the 

recognition of an "ethnic" literature. What is not so obvious is that as much as this 

category, "ethnicity," is my point of departure, the "Chicano" itself is not impermeable. 

Chicano literary criticism was initiated during the Chicano Movement of the nineteen-

sixties and has been able to greatly influence education in the United States. "Greatly" 

does not mean that there is an equal amount of influence from Chicanos as from the 

mainstream Protestant-Euro-American perspective. By "greatly," I mean that there is 

now, as compared to before, a limited representation of the Chicano historical experience 

and of Chicano literature included in the U. S. public school curriculum from grades one 

through twelve. For those who were educated before the nineteen-eighties, there was no 

representation whatsoever of the political Chicano, the Mexican-American immigrant or 

the historical viewpoint of Mexican-Americans from 1850 to the present day in this 
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traditionally accepted curriculum. As Jose Limon points out representations of Mexican-

Americans in sociological literature have been dominated by a "colonial" perspective: the 

cultural outsider, the ethnographer, observes the cultural Other (Limon Dancing With the 

Devil 7). This viewpoint dominated all representations of both popular and elite 

configurations of the Mexican-American. 

Authors Richard Rodriguez and Michael Nava grew up in this educational system. 

Chicano critics have taken Rodriguez to task for not challenging this curriculum, for 

actually embracing English for its universalism and for calling what he learned, English 

literature, his own. (See Alfredo Villanueva-Collado, Tomas Rivero, Gary Soto in addition 

to Ramon Saldivar) I feel that it is very important to recognize, as Chicano critics have 

recognized, that part of self-identity is to have role models with whom to identify. This 

has been, and still is, a project of Chicano criticism. Chicano history and literature offers 

young Mexican-Americans historical and literary examples of Mexican-American identities, 

just as the traditional curriculum presented outstanding figures from the majority 

Protestant-Euro-American population. However, there is an inherent paradox when 

Chicano critics base their criticism of Richard Rodriguez on his refusal to identify himself 

as Mexican-American and then loudly denounce him for a viewpoint does not reflect that 

of the "Chicano" community. 

Mexican relatives criticized my parents for letting me 'lose it' —my culture, 

they said. (So it was possible to lose, after all? If culture is so fated, how 
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could I have lost it?) Many years later, complete strangers—Hispanic 

readers and academics, even non-Hispanic readers and academics— picked 

up the taunting refrain. As if culture were a suitcase left too long imclaimed. 

I had lost my culture. The penalty for my sin was a life of inauthenticity. 

Then they commenced hurling coconuts—all those unchivalric taunts that are 

the stock of racial and sexual and patriotic bullies. (Brown 130) 

All of Richard Rodriguez's autobiographies refer to a search for self that is outlined 

by the perimeters of written literature. In Hunger of Memory. Rodriguez tells his reader 

that he found a portrait of himself in The Uses of Literacy by Richard Hoggart: "I found, 

in his description of the scholarship boy, myself (Hunger 46). He relates to the 

scholarship boy because he is aware of his working-class background, but he now lives 

what he calls a middle-class life: he is not a laborer but a self-employed writer. He 

introduces this autobiography by calling it a "kind of pastoral. [...]! write in the tradition 

of that high courtly grace" but not from an upper-class perspective, rather from a middle-

class perspective (Hunger 6). In Davs of Obligation, he begins to trace his Mexican roots 

and refers to the Mexican authors, Octavio Paz and Jose Vasconcelos. 

Rodriguez in Brown addresses the paradoxes of identification and his conclusions 

are not unlike those of the character Charlotte in Blues for the Buffalo: Chicano mysteries 

exist and perhaps each Chicano has his own. For this mystery Rodriguez cannot find a 

conclusive solution. Brown is the "volume [that] completes a trilogy on American public 
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life and [his] private life" (xiv) and that accepts that there is no resolution to Rodriguez's 

personal paradox. This is the same "mystery" that detective novelist Michael Nava 

explores through the characterization of his detective. The lawyer-detective Henry Rios, 

like Rodriguez, searches for self-identification through the study ofEnglish literature; each 

novel contains references to English literature. Neither author refers to Mexican-American 

literature, or the "corrido paradigm" that has been so influential in Chicano literature 

(Saldivar, R. Chicano 160). Rodriguez and Nava initially choose literary models that might 

appear incongruous to others. In Hunger of Memory. Rodriguez chooses that of the 

"pastoral" into which he inserts the "scholarship boy," and Nava chooses the hermetic 

white male detective. However, each moves away from his original model as his writing 

evolves. 

In Days of Obligation Rodriguez adopts the tone of a conversational editorialist, 

rather than that of the autobiographer. He continues to present paradoxes, but these 

contradictions are less personal and more historic; he is searching to define immigrant 

experience in the United States and he frames this experience within the genre of "comedy 

and tragedy" (xviii). In Brown. Rodriguez returns to the more intimate perspective of 

Hunger of Memory, but in this volume the autobiographer speaks with much more 

confidence about the paradox he recognizes in himself. In Hunger of Memory. Rodriguez's 

voice was painful to hear; his loneliness is palatable. After having searched "class, 

ethnicity and race" respectively in his three autobiographies, he concludes in Brown that 
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the world is brown, "not skin, but brown as an impurity" (194). "Sodomy" he states "is 

among the brownest of thoughts" (207). However, he does not say this sadly; the pain is 

no longer unbearable. Rodriguez prefaces this statement with "Where there's a will, there 

is a way" (207). Rodriguez will most likely be criticized for equating "brown" as race, 

"brown" as love and "brown" as sodomy. However, his equation outlines, for anyone 

unfamiliar with the situation of a Chicano homosexual, what the lav^/yer-protagonlst Henry 

Rios must accept about himself. The equation is presented as a paradox by Rodriguez 

because for him and for the fictional Rios, "Mexican-American-homosexual" is an uneasy 

identity. It is an identity with too few literary models and too few public models. 

5.4. LaFamilia: Family, Homosexuality, Chicanos and Capitalism 

Rodriguez's autobiographical narrative, Himeer of Memory is a threat to the 

prevailing ideological construction of family. According to literary critic Sonia Saldi'var-

Hull the Chicano family is seen as the stable center where resistance to the dominant 

hegemony is constructed and/or the refuge where the political activist finds solace in 

tradition. "Family" becomes problematic for the Chicano homosexual because, as Tomas 

Almaguer notes, "[t]he openly effeminate Chicano gay man's rejection ofheterosexuality is 

typically seen as a fundamental betrayal of Chicano patriarchal cultural norms. He is 

viewed as having turned his back on the male role that privileges Chicano men and entitles 

them to sexual access to women, minors, and even other men" (Almaguer 266). "Chicano 
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family life remains rigidly structured along patriarchal lines that privilege men over women 

and children. Any violation of these norms is undertaken at great personal risk because 

Chicanos draw upon the family to resist racism and the ravages of class inequality" (266). 

It would seem obvious that not only has Richard Rodriguez's education separated him 

from his family, but when he does become aware of his sexuality he feels an even greater 

estrangement from the traditional values he was taught at home. 

Tomas Almaguer also analyzes Cherrie Moraga's very open expression of her 

sexuality, Loving in the War Years, not because his topic is the lesbian Mexican-American 

or Chicana literature, but because of the lack of literature, fictional and autobiographical, 

and anthropological, ethnographical and sociological, that describes the experience of 

Mexican-American male homosexuality: "we must turn elsewhere for insights into the 

lives of Chicano male homosexuals" (256). He quotes Moraga, " 'Male homosexuality has 

always been a 'tolerated' aspect of Mexican/Chicano society, as long as it remains 

'fringe'....But lesbianism, in any form, and male homosexuality which openly avows both 

the sexual and the emotional elements of the bond, challenge the very foundation of la 

familia' "(266). 

Late capitalism, in a process begun more than two hundred years ago in the United 

States, has completed the destruction of an environment conducive to the nuclear 

patriarchal family. In his article "Capitalism and Gay Identity," John D'Emilio argues that 

there have always been human beings who engage in homosexual eroticism, but that in New 
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England of the seventeenth through early eighteenth-century an agriculturally based 

capitalist economy did not allow for any sexual identification other than that of biological 

male or female as defined by the heterosexual family. "Although there was a division of 

labor between men and women, the family was truly an interdependent unit of production: 

the survival of each member depended on the cooperation of all" (469). Birth rates were 

high because of the need for children's labor; "sex was harnessed to procreation" (469). It 

was not until the beginning of the twentieth century that the gradual shift from a family-

centered agricultural economy created a sufficient number of individuals living in urban 

areas, supporting themselves outside of this economy, that a homosexual identity became 

possible. Currently, as in the past, the nuclear family as an institution is supported 

economically by populations of recent immigrants who rely on family and co-nationals for 

financial and moral support. This is a group which would include recent Mexican 

immigrants, but not the great majority of the urban-dwelling Chicano population. It could 

be assumed that upward mobility and the generational distance from subsistence farming 

would change Mexican-American attitudes towards homosexuality, and that a change in 

attitude would not signify assimilation, but would be reflective of a change in economic 

circumstances and environment. 

There is a "contradictory relationship of capitalism to family" (D'Emilio 473). 

Having "undermined the material basis of the nuclear family by taking away the economic 

functions that cemented the ties between family members" (473), the capitalist government 
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continues to have a political interest in maintaining the nuclear family as the site where 

future citizens are nurtured, educated and socialized. Capitalism "maintains that 

reproduction and childrearing are private tasks, that children 'belong' to parents, who 

exercise the rights of ownership" (473). By refusing to support in any significant manner 

programs that nurture, educate and socialize children outside of the traditional nuclear 

family, capitalism "scapegoats" those who, because of capitalism's material foundation, 

have been able to sexually identify themselves as "lesbians, gay men or heterosexual 

feminists" (473). This is a category that, in my opinion, includes heterosexual males who 

want "custody" of their children and choose to raise their children themselves without a 

female present 

5.5. Masculinity and Race in the Hard-Boiled Genre 

Literary critic Megan Abbott points out that the hard-boiled genre came under 

attack during the McCarthy era's militant anti-communist Washington of the early Cold 

War period. In 1949, just prior to McCarthyism, Gershon Legman published a pamphlet 

that undoubtedly influenced and supported congressional claims that hard-boiled "pulp" 

fiction posed a "national threat against the era's dominant conception of the American way 

of life" (Abbott 76). "For Legman, homosexuality, rather circuitously, threatens normative 

Oedipal development, the family romance, and by extension a bourgeois nuclear family 

structure" (Abbott 78). The problem of censoring writings about homosexuality, actual or 
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implied, continues to be a problem, and a particularly painful one for young homosexual 

readers growing up in a heterosexual family. Between the years of 1990 and 2002, five 

hundred and fifteen books were either challenged or banned in libraries and public schools 

across the United States for "promoting homosexuality" (American Association of 

Libraries web site). 

How does a Chicano hard-boiled detective novel that confronts representations of 

the patriarchal nuclear family through a male gaze fit into a Chicano identity that has not 

"sold-out" to assimilation? My analysis will highlight the fact that Chandler's white male 

detective, mired as he was in "depression era gender anxiety," attempted to bury any 

conflicts between his "feminine" and "masculine" self In contrast, the detectives created 

by Manuel Ramos and Michael Nava confront macho masculinity through introspection of 

masculine and feminine, and recognize family configurations that do not fit the patriarchal 

nuclear family norm. They overcome the macho's and the "hermetic" white male's fear of 

self love, of displaying, in Moraga's words, the "emotional elements of the bond" between 

males (qtd. in Almaguer: 266). From my perspective their vision is much more radically 

confrontational of U. S. hegemonic ideology than that of the founding fathers of the 

Chicano Renaissance. They confront the fact that an emphasis on the patriarchal nuclear 

family as a positive identifying characteristic of Chicano culture can and does support the 

anti-socialist ideological tenets of the U. S. capitalistic society . 

The depiction of la familia in the novels of Manuel Ramos and Michael Nava 



demonstrates that strong emotional bonds between males in the absence of females can be 

incorporated into a Chicano identity. Manuel Ramos' detective, Luis Montez and Michael 

Nava's, Henry Rios confront the Chicano Renaissance image of masculinity. They posit 

and affirm, in the words of Cherrie Moraga, "emotional elements of [...] bond[s]" between 

males and describe these bonds as productive to the nurturing and raising of the young 

(qtd. in Almaguer: 266). Furthermore, they both explore the contradictions inherent in 

working-class machismo. 

The hard-boiled detective persona provides a critical perspective that allows the 

Chicano detective to criticize government corruption, urban decay and focus on 

marginalized populations. Moreover, the hard-boiled macho stance taken initially by 

Ramos and Nava is a vehicle well-suited to criticizing from within the contradictions 

inherent in Anglo-American and Mexican-American generalizations of Mexican-American 

masculinity. 

I will review three analyses of Raymond Chandler's seminal works of hard-boiled 

detective fiction: Fredric Jameson's Marxist analysis, Megan E. Abbott's analysis of white 

masculinity and JeJTrey Langham's Freudian analysis. 

Surprisingly, Jameson focuses on the stylistic content of Chandler's fiction: "[t]he 

detective story, as a form without ideological content, without any overt political or social 

or philosophical point, permits such pure stylistic experimentation" ("On Raymond" 124). 

However, he does find in Chandler's style -his use of slang, his carefully detailed portraits 
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of anonymous figures, his descriptions of the urban environment of nineteen-thirties and 

nineteen-forties Los Angeles— covert references to the urban failures of late capitalism: 

"For Los Angeles is already a kind of microcosm and forecast of the country as a whole: a 

new centerless city, in which the various classes have lost touch with each other because 

each is isolated in his own geographical compartment. [. . .] Los Angeles is [. . .] a 

spreading out horizontally, a flowing apart of the elements of the social structure" (127). 

The detective provides a means by which the reader can "know the society as a whole" 

(127). In Chandler's "microcosm" the detective visits the sites of local "injustice, racism, 

corruption, educational incompetence" (130). The same can be said for both Ramos's 

detective in Denver and Nava's in the Bay Area and later in Los Angeles, with the 

qualification that they attempt to construct a social whole out of the conflicting pieces of 

the society they observe. Curiously, Jameson does not elaborate on the economic 

circumstances that surround Chandler's literary production and the characterization of his 

detective. He notes briefly that "[a]s an executive of the oil industry, he [Chandler] lived 

in Los Angeles for some fifteen years before the Depression put him out of business, 

enough time to sense what was unique about the city's atmosphere, in a position to see 

what power was and what forms it took" (123). Both the Chicano detectives, like 

Chandler's alter ego Philip Marlowe, struggle economically and show an intimate 

familiarity with the locales where their investigations take place. 

Megan Abbott makes a direct connection between the hard-boiled detective persona 
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and "depression era gender anxiety" (21). The white male's masculinity is under assault. 

He is no longer able to function as the provider for his family. This is a situation that 

displaces him from his role as a patriarchal leader. He has become "'dependent in many 

ways that women had been thought to be," because not only can he not provide for his 

family, but he cannot provide for himself (24). He is forced into a situation where his only 

stable employment opportunity is with the federal government "as a 'selfless public 

servant' devoted to the needs of community" (25). The New Deal's "masculine ideal" 

posits the male as a caregiver, a role traditionally delegated to women. Not only has the 

white male's role changed, but the white woman's role also changes; she is now part of the 

work force and this further threatens traditional patriarchal masculinity. Furthermore, the 

white male's loss of economic privilege has put him in direct competition with ethnic and 

racial minorities; this contact threatens his "whiteness" and all the privileges American 

society grants to "white." Los Angeles of the nineteen-thirties and nineteen-forties 

demonstrates "a particularly volatile xenophobic atmosphere in which the hero's whiteness 

is very much up for grabs" (9). 

Abbott concurs with Jameson that the detective, Philip Marlowe, does not 

"experience" the various social strata he narrates (Jameson "On Raymond" 127); in her 

analysis he is a "hermetic" figure who does not, as Jameson suggests provide "knowledge" 

of "society as a whole" (Jameson "On Raymond" 127), but instead hermetically seals 

himself off from the various "others": female, non-white, non-heterosexual. However, this 
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construction of hermetic masculinity actually embodies that which it fears most, the 

contagion of the other. 

Masculinity is situated as weak, changeable, even hysterical, with the 

feminine characterized as potentially lethal in strength and amoral will. But 

this unsettling binary is thrown into question, as it is through weakness that 

these protagonists often find pleasure and eventually solidify power. Such 

episodic male pleasure in infirmity or temporary loss of agency, however, 

unsettles certain basic hegemonic structures—most notably the patriarchal 

family, a structure that rests on potent masculine control offsetting any 

exogamous threat. (Abbott 27) 

Chicano detective Henry Rios initially adopts a "hermetic" posture, in order to escape that 

which he fears most, the macho Mexican-American. Luis Montez tries to act macho, and 

talk macho, but never quite pulls it off: machismo is what he criticizes most about Chicano 

identity. In other words, neither masculinity nor femininity are stable, impermeable 

identities in Chandler's fiction or in the detective fiction of Ramos and Nava. 

Jeffrey Langham's Freudian analysis of Chandler's The Long Goodbye concurs 

with the above observation by Abbott. Langham's analysis is based on the work of Judith 

Butler that "revisits Freud in order to make a persuasive claim that gender can be 

understood as an effect of melancholy, recalling that Freud [...] argues that melancholy is 

the structure through which egos are formed" (148). A "consistent, continuous gender" is 
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seen as "a fantasy constracted" by privileging, "libidinizing," those parts of the body "that 

give it gender whiie disavowing" this very "zoning" by positing that this gender "had 

always been that way, even before the subject's story began" (150-151). In other words, 

the construction of a "consistent, continuous gender" perforce denies part of the subject, 

and as a result the subject feels a loss, melancholy. Therefore gender cannot be consistent 

or continuous. Any limited construction of gender will result in melancholy for that part 

left out of the gender equation. Langham goes on to show that the purported hermetic 

white male persona contradicts himself; that his "apparent lack of desire to be attached to 

anybody, especially another man" is undermined by the relationship between the 

"detached" first person narrative and the melancholy voices of others incorporated by the 

narrative, in particular those of "emasculated" white males, the depression era male, as in 

the character of Lennox in The Long Goodbve (151) or Red, the unemployed policeman of 

Farewell. Mv Lovely. The detective and Lennox seem to need each other; there is a 

"homoerotic dimension of their friendship" (Langham 147). Abbott concurs in her analysis 

of the relationship between Red and Marlowe in Farewell. Mv Lovely, that "the primary 

lure is the entanglement of masculine and feminine signifiers" (Abbott 87). 

Langham has introduced The Long Goodbve in order to show how Michael Nava 

transforms the hermetic straight white detective's narrative into gay hard-boiled fiction in 

his novel The Little Death. Langham again refers to Butler, "[i]n the mouth of the other [.. 

.] the citation [of the detective genre] dislocates both authority and origin" (154). Nava's 
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style has easily recognizable hard-boiled roots and in The Little Death the story of the 

detective's relationship with the victim parallels that of Marlowe and Lennox. However, 

"mimicry" of a heterosexual narrative "carries with it a subversive potential to displace 

heterosexual authority" (155) which Nava accomplishes by subverting the "stability of 

heterosexual subjectivity through his grief for another man," a grief that Marlowe denies 

himself (162). 

The detective fiction of Nava and Ramos calls into question the reality of a white 

hermetic masculinity. The original hard-boiled genre did not question "white" 

identification, but through its portrayal of "other" showed that "whiteness" was feeling 

threatened. Jameson suggests that the nostalgic appeal of Chandler's fiction and film noir 

is rooted in the definition of social types indicated by socially specific lexicons that have, 

"except in certain very specialized situations," disappeared (135). Along with these 

disappeared lexicons he includes references to stable "brand names" of "simpler" forms of 

"market capitalism" (136). Both Ramos and Nava use Mexican-American Spanish to 

indicate "socially specific" Mexican-Americans and this language can also function 

nostalgically for those Mexican-Americans who no longer hear this lexicon. However, 

Jameson doesn't mention what is, in my opinion, the most obvious "nostalgia," the 

nostalgia for a simplistic, stable, brand-name capitalistic "white" masculinity that was 

embodied by the detective of film noir and hard-boiled detective fiction. In the nineteen-

forties, even now in 2003, the "universal" of "whiteness" is either defensively denied or 
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openly threatened, and as Abbott points out, "these texts [Chandler's] seek to perpetuate 

and maintain the illusion of whiteness as a universal, as an invisible, raceless man" (95). 

Ramos and Nava confront and deny the "universality" of "white" by locating the 

perspective of their hard-boiled detectives above the "white" hegemony. 

5.6. Henry Rios, the Body Behind the Private Eye 

Michael Nava's detective Henry Rios begins his career as a hard drinking, hard 

working loner detective. Nava has written seven detective novels that explore the life of 

Henry Rios. After the murder of his client and lover Hugh Paris in the first novel, The 

Little Death.. Henry begins to take stock of his life and joins Alcoholics Anonymous. As 

Henry ages and gains personal and public experience, his life begins to change, his law 

practice improves, he makes connections with powerful and responsible people, he 

becomes a sought-after speaker for gay rights and he conquers his alcoholism. However, 

his love life is still unsatisfactory and he is still estranged from his only family, his sister 

Elena. In the last novel. Rag and Bone. Henry finds happiness in a stable relationship with 

another Mexican-American male and has reunited with his sister, her daughter and his 

young nephew. The loner detective of the hard-boiled tradition completely disappears, 

and the middle-class gay man is able to comfortably live with his dual identities, Mexican-

American and gay. 
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5.6.1. Mexican-American, Middle-Class and Gay 

Male homosexuality and the detective's definition of his gay identity are the 

primary themes of Michael Nava's series of novels. These novels openly portray the 

multitude of problems, from without and from within, that gay men face along with the 

loving relationships that many of these men form. In the majority of Nava's novels, with 

the exception of The Hidden Law and Rag and Bone, the Mexican-American community is 

absent. Rios is characterized as a gay activist; he is part of the gay community. That he is 

essentially the only Chicano gay character in the series is not surprising because his life 

intersects with the lives of other men who share his interest in gay activism and who are 

also professionals. These "white" men, like those defined by Tomas Almaguer, have 

formed a gay identity, live in or frequent a " 'gilded' gay ghetto" ; these are men who have 

learned to be unafraid of being visibly gay, and are able to do so because of the "unique 

class and racial advantages" their whiteness affords them (263). By adopting a gay sexual 

identity, both the autobiographer Richard Rodriguez and the fictional Mexican-American 

lawyer Henry Rios have been "assimilated" by the "white" community. Sociologist 

Tomas Almaguer notes from personal observation that the middle-class Latino gay male is 

"more likely to be assimilated into the dominant European-American culture," the gay 

culture, than the homosexual working-class Latino (265). Working-class Latino 

homosexuals are less likely than middle-class Latinos to identify themselves as gay, or 



"intemacionales" in Spanish. The working-class macho homosexual and the effeminate 

homosexual are more inclined to remain in their community because, as anthropologists 

Alonso and Koreck and author Cherrie Moraga point out their sexuality is tolerated as long 

as they do not try to establish an emotional bond with another man. The Latino male 

homosexual is prohibited from pursuing what many Euro-American gay men seek, as does 

the protagonist Henry Rios: a stable and loving relationship. In other words, for lawyer 

Henry Rios, the possibility of meeting another openly gay middle-class Chicano who is 

interested in a long term relationship is significantly less than that of meeting a middle-class 

"white" gay male with these same interests. 

Race and/or ethnicity as an identifier of the homosexual characters in Nava's series 

of detective novels is not stressed because this identification loses its significance when a 

man comes out of the closet. Even though he is not specifically addressing the topic of gay 

identity or "white" in relationship to the gay community, Richard Rodriguez likens the 

process of becoming American in "white" America to that of an "acid bath" (Brown 140) 

A lesbian/gay identification, as historian John D'Emilio points out, usually requires that 

the homosexual individual be financially independent of his family and be willing to 

sacrifice an ethnic identity, in other words his or her family ties (472) and take the "acid 

bath" Rodriguez once took. The fictional detective-lawyer Henry Rios has also taken the 

"acid bath," and until the conclusion of the series, he is estranged fi-om his only living 

sibling and has no knowledge of the fact that he has a niece and a great-nephew. 
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5.6.2. Investigating the Closet 

The "gilded ghetto" is explored in Nava's novels, but of the different milieus where 

these novels take place the relative tranquility of the gay "ghetto" is not the primary focus. 

In Chandler's novels the white heterosexual wealthy are characterized as the most 

depraved of any group; many are from 'old' money or associated with the Hollywood 

entertainment business. The same is generally true for Nava's homosexual "bad guys." 

The accused and/or the victims in many ofNava's novels are homosexuals who do not live 

in the openly gay "ghetto" and have not passed through the painful process of coming out 

of the closet (The Little Death. Golden Bov. How Town. The Burning Plain. The Death of 

Friends, and Rag and Bone.) In Golden Bov and The Hidden Law, protagonist Henry Rios 

explores this process and the obstacles white males, even with all their "unique class and 

racial advantages," must face and as a consequence reveals his own struggle to identify 

himself sexually. 

In Golden Bov. Henry has been enlisted by a powerful consortium of wealthy 

Angel inos to defend a young homosexual man, a waiter, who is accused of having killed a 

co-worker. This young man, Jim, has continued to proclaim his innocence in the face of 

overwhelming circumstantial evidence. Henry is confused as to why his good friend Larry 

from Los Angeles has come all the way to San Francisco to ask him to defend this young 

man. Henry asks why the young man's Public Defender has withdrawn from the case and 
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what interest his friend, a powerful lawyer, has in the defendant. " 'Isn't the reason for 

my interest obvious?' " his friend asks, and Henry relays that it isn't: 

"Everyone's abandoned him, Henry. His parents and now his 

lawyer. Someone has to step in 

"I agree it's a sad situation. But why me, Larry? I can name half a 

dozen excellent criminal defense lawyers down there." 

"Any of them gay?" 

"Aren't we beyond that?" 

"You can't expect a straight lawyer to understand the pressures of 

being in the closet that would drive someone to kill," he said. 

I put my pen down. "What makes you think I understand?" 1 

replied. "We've all been in the closet at one time or another. Not many of 

us commit murders on our way out." (9) 

It turns out that the young man, Jim, did not commit murder on his way out of the closet. 

He is still hiding in the closet. Even though he is being accused of having committed murder 

to hide the fact that he has had homosexual relationships, he refuses to acknowledge his 

homosexuality. When Henry meets with him for the first time, Jim asks him if he is "gay" 

which Henry confirms, and Jim shoots back " 'Do you wear a dress in court?' " (47). 

Jim's parents are Catholic, but Catholicism itself is not what is specifically criticized. 

Throughout the series all religious condemnation of homosexuality is taken to task 
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for separating a young person from a primary source of identity. Henry has disassociated 

himself from all religion. However, in Rag and Bone. Henry is able to begin to understand 

why some gay men, the autobiographer Richard Rodriguez included, can continue to 

practice a religion that condemns their sexual practices. John, Henry's Chicano lover in 

this volume is a practicing Catholic and even though Henry is unwilling to return to the 

religion of his ancestors he does feel a twinge of remorse that he is unable to have the 

uncomplicated relationship with Catholicism that John shares with his father and mother. 

For Henry, Catholicism represents the basis of his mother's poorly conceived temerity 

that renders her unable to confront his abusive non-practicing Catholic father. Henry 

rejects Catholicism as part of his identity with a twinge of remorse. 

In Golden Bo v. Henry meets a young Jewish man. Josh Mandel, who becomes his 

lover in this novel and continues to be his lover in How Town until, in The Hidden Law. 

under the strain of AIDS, the pair breaks apart. After meeting Henry, Josh who is at least 

twelve years younger than thirty-six year old Henry, and who heard him speak on the 

campus of his university about gay rights, sits his parents down in Henry's company and 

tells them that Henry is his lover, that he is gay and that he is HIV-positive. Nava 

describes a scene that lasts from the late afternoon into the early hours of the morning, 

resumes at breakfast, and then, after Henry leaves, resumes again. Fortunately for Josh, 

his parents, who bring the Bible, AIDS as "divine retribution," the "unborn grandchildren" 

and corruption by an older man into the discussion, reluctantly accept their son's 
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homosexuality (Golden Bov 149). Josh is from a financially secure middle-class family, 

but Nava does not stress this point. What is stressed is that after Josh's point blank 

revelations the emotionally charged group. Josh's parents, himself and Henry, was able to 

continue to talk to each other in a civil manner. However, religion has not disappeared 

from the equation. In the Burning Plain the narrator protagonist Henry Rios recounts the 

court battle that he must fight against Josh's grieving parents as the executor of Josh's 

estate. The Mandels have accused Rios of asserting undue influence over their son, of 

having infected him with AIDS and most importantly of having estranged him, in death, 

from the Jewish faith that prohibits Josh's own last wish which is to be cremated and have 

his ashes divided between Henry and his family. 

The reader learns in Hidden Law that Henry, who seems so comfortable with his 

gay identity, has wrestled for many years and continues to struggle with this identification. 

Henry and Josh's relationship is under the strain of Josh's personal confrontation with 

AIDS. Henry wants to protect and insulate him; Josh wants to gain more courage for 

himself. He becomes the lover of a man who, unlike himself, is now having to face the 

debilitative stages of AIDS. Josh says to Henry: 

"I'm not in love with Steve's diagnosis, but I am in love with his courage, 

the same way I was in love with your courage when I first met you. Do 

you remember how I was? I was a closet case who knew that being HIV-

positive was the judgement of God for letting myself get fucked in the ass." 
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He grimaced. "You taught me I could be gay and still live with dignity. You 

taught me to be brave." (31) 

Josh gives up trying to gain his independence in his relationship with Henry, recommends 

that Henry consult a therapist and storms out. 

Through the sessions with his psychiatrist, Henry begins to realize that he is more 

like his abusive macho Mexican father than he had ever suspected. "I still bore a residue of 

homicidal rage toward him [his father]" (169-170). Henry makes a similar observation 

about his father's rage that ethnographer Limon has made of some of his working-class 

subjects (Limon Dancing 140). Henry recalls that "[o]utside, in the larger world where 

they labored under the contemptuous eye of Anglo bosses, the fathers were social and 

political ciphers. No wonder, then, that in the families they tolerated no dissent from their 

wives and children. And they drank" (Hidden Law 169). However, at this point in the 

lawyer protagonist's life narrative, Henry does not recognize that his behavior towards 

Josh, though not violent, shows a lack of respect and acknowledgement. Henry confesses 

to his therapist that "[g]rowing up, I was sensitive and strong-willed. It was a combination 

that didn't make sense to his [his father's] notions of being male. He thought I was simply 

weak and disobedient" (73). 

Henry's father's view of him is not so distant from Henry's own stance towards 

Josh's more sensitive, "feminine" (from a traditional Mexican-American perspective) 

attributes of size, figure, interest in clothing, lack of ambition and love of cooking; all of 
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which characterized Henry's much abused mother. After hearing from Ms therapist that" 

'perhaps [.. .] you live out his [your father's] judgements of you' " Henry mulls over his 

life, his identity, "When I was a child I had worked hard at making myself invisible and I 

emerged from it without an identity. Over the years, I had crafted one for myself, and now 

Raymond Reynolds [his therapist] was telling me it was all wrong" (75). Henry, like the 

autobiographer Richard Rodriguez's characterization of himself in Hunger of Memory, is a 

"Mr. Secrets" even to himself as a young man iHuneer 186). Rios also took the "acid 

bath" as a child "that burns away memory" (Brown 140). After his session with the 

therapist Henry decides to call Timothy, a friend from AA, to talk to him about his 

relationship with his father. 

Timothy comments to Henry that " 'it sounds like your dad went to the same 

school of child rearing that mine did' " (77). Henry defensively answers that his father in 

contrast to Timothy's did not know he was gay, Henry himself did not know he was gay, 

and that his father had only recognized him as "different" from himself. Timothy 

comments " 'You know, Henry, we're the only people who get born into the enemy camp 

[...] we get bom into straight families' " (77). Then with mixed results, Timothy tries to 

cheer Henry: 

"[...]You're smart, sensitive, successfiil--" 

"Trustworthy, loyal and obedient." [retorts Henry sarcastically] 

"OK, then don't take a compliment, as long as you understand what 
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I'm saying. There's nothing wrong with the kind of man you are." 

I laughed. "That means a lot from someone who dressed up last 

Halloween as Barbara Bush." 

"Bitch," he replied. [...] Now can I finish?" 

"Please." 

. .]Let go of what your father wanted you to be and maybe you'll 

stop hating him so much." 

Henry continues to be influenced by his perception of what his father wanted him to be: a 

controlling and abusive macho who belittles sensitivity as feminine. Later in the series, in 

Rag and Bone, he realizes that "macho" in the positive sense as described by Paredes 

earlier, a man who is courageous, responsible for his family and honest, can be separated 

from a negative "macho" identity. Henry's father was both. 

In The Hidden Law, a prominent Chicano politician, Gus Pena, a macho father like 

Henry's, is murdered. Rios notes that Pena's "spectacular success had not been enough to 

break the circuits of resentment, any more than my fine academic degrees had, and we had 

both ended up like our fathers, seething alcoholics. There was a crucial difference though — 

I had not had a son to visit this fury on. He had" (170). Pena was murdered by his son. 

In Rag and Bone. Rios becomes a father to his nephew Angel. The relationship has to 

weather religious and ethnic negative perspectives towards homosexuality and femininity, 

but Henry at this point has abandoned negative machismo. 
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5.6.3. Opening the Door for a Mexican-American Gay Family 

Angel is the ten-year-old son of Henry 's niece Vicky, the daughter of his long 

estranged sister Elena. Vicky was given up for adoption as a baby by Elena and was raised 

in an abusive and intellectually sterile environment in a Catholic orphanage. When she was 

still a teenager Vicky became pregnant. Vicky only initiates contact with her birth mother, 

Elena, because she has no where else to turn. At the beginning of the contact between 

Vicky and Elena, Pete, Vicky's Mexican-American husband has just been released from jail. 

He was given a new identity because he informed on his fellow gang members including his 

cousin, Butch. But Pete gets bored with his rural California identity and the little family 

returns to southern California and with the financial help of Pete's mother is hiding out in a 

series of different motels. Pete has again picked up his drug habit, when he is murdered. 

Vicky turns to Elena as a last resort to shelter herself and her son from Pete's gang 

connections. 

We later learn, that Pete is a homosexual and was heavily influenced by his 

aggressive macho cousin. Pete has married to hide his homosexuality from the community. 

He is not aggressive nor is he effeminate, but he is very weak-willed. Angel's birth father 

is actually Butch, Pete's cousin and a Mexican-American gang leader, drug dealer and 

supemiacho type. Vicky has spent all of Angel's ten years trying to save Pete from drugs 

and jail, in part because his mother provided her with her first and only real home. Vicky, 
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an evangelical Christian who not only through her religion, but also through her experience 

of having lived with a man whose denial of his sexuality is perceived as having made him 

susceptible to victimization, needs her uncle Henry's help, but condemns his 

homosexuality and is fearfiil that he v«ll sexually abuse Angel. She is accused of having 

murdered Pete. 

Angel, despite having been warned about his uncle's homosexuality, shows early on 

that he is drawn to Henry, but tries, as children do, to manipulate Heniy by taunting him. 

Macho Henry has changed; he has suffered a myocardial infraction, been very near death 

and while in this state called for his estranged sister, Elena. He still sees the "terror" of 

their childhood in her eyes, but now he also sees the "love" and this is what he is able to 

communicate to Angel (6). It is a conscious effort on Henry's part. He now refuses to be 

a macho father like his own or like Gus Pefia. He can accept that the "control" he has 

always prided himself on is not macho, but is first and foremost self-control. In one scene. 

Angel asks him if he can have Henry's grandfather's pocket watch when Henry dies: 

I laughed. "Yeah, but I'm not dying anytime soon." 

"My mom said—" he exclaimed, then caught himself. 

"What did your mom say? You can tell me, I won't be upset." 

He weighed my credibility as carefully as a judge. "My mom says 

you're a ioto and probably have AIDS." 

Joto was Spanish for the letter "J," but in the vernacular, ioto meant. 
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essentially faggot. To hear the word from him was like being stabbed, but I 

knew better than to be angry with him, so 1 calmly explained, "Jotg is not a 

nice word. Angel. Please don't use it again. I don't have AIDS and I'm not 

dying." (85) 

This is not the only negative stereotypical labeling that Henry must face in his relationship 

with Angel and his reexamination ofhis Mexican-American heritage. 

Angel's mother has also warned him that his uncle Henry thinks he is "better" than 

them (147). Vicky has not recovered from the fact that her mother Elena not only gave her 

up for adoption when she was a student at Berkeley in order to pursue her education, but 

later found her in an orphanage and did not feel able to cope with a chola. Elena tell her 

brother Henry that Vicky was like the girls they "grew up with [...] the bad girls, the gang 

girls" (23). Elena says that "My maternal instincts weren't even as strong as my 

snobbery" (23). Henry and Elena are middle-class and have distanced themselves from 

their working-class roots. Elena's "snobbery" also extends to Vicky's father, " 'He was 

the first Chicano I ever met. He couldn't speak ten words of Spanish and his dad was an 

accountant in L.A., but he lectured me about la causa and told me that studying American 

literature was assimilationist.' Her tone was rueful but affectionate" (19). Even though she 

does not identify herself as a working-class Chicana, she will not accept that "Chicano" can 

be anything other than herself: a Spanish speaker from a working-class background. In The 

Hidden Law Henry has also revealed that he is skeptical of Chicano Movement rhetoric. 
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He describes Chicano Professor Ochoa, who has a "yellowing poster calling for revolution" 

(86), as "a believer, and though I thought his beliefs were foolish, I had to envy his 

tenacity" (85). Ochoa is supportive of Chicano gangs because, in his opinion, they show 

Chicano solidarity. 

In Rag and Bone. Henry and Elena have to face the fact that Mexican-American 

gangs are stepping into an "identity" vacuum in lower-class Mexican-American 

neighborhoods. From their positions of privilege (a lawyer and a university professor) 

they have the responsibility to project a positive identity, but through their rejection of 

Mexican-American and Chicano identity they have ignored this responsibility. 

In the Hidden Law and in Rag and Bone, the influence of gangs in predominantly 

Mexican-American neighborhoods becomes a topic. Nava explores this topic, through 

Henry Rios' perspective. Two pivotal characters in these novels are both young men who 

are drug addicts, have become involved in gangs and whose social identification is confused, 

but whose ethnic identity is secure. In the Hidden Law, this young man is the son of 

wealthy and prominent Mexican-Americans who have completely abandoned community 

ties and have left the care of their son to his barrio grandmother. This young man searches 

for a powerful Mexican-American identity by trying, unsuccessfully, to join a gang. Pete 

in Rag and Bone, as previously mentioned, attempts to hide his homosexuality, his 

"weakness," by becoming a member of a Mexican-American gang. In Rag and Bone. Henry 

gets a better understanding of the pressures these neighborhoods live with because he must 
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visit Pete's mother. Angel's other "grandmother," Jesusita Trujillo in Garden Grove, south 

of Los Angeles. Jesusita, not unlike the barrio grandmother of Hidden Law, is a widow 

who has worked all her life and owns her own home. But Jesusita must live behind a 

locked fence and locked doors, as do all her neighbors. However, like the grandmother of 

Hidden Law, she is still trusting of the young people of her neighborhood. She is later 

beaten by Butch's gang members in their search for her son. Both Henry and Elena step 

back from their middle-class identities and take a close look at lower-class Mexican-

Americans and eventually realize that they are also "family." 

In Rag and Bone. Henry meets the middle-class blue-collar Mexican-American for 

the first time in the series. John DeLeon is Mexican-American, working-class, Catholic, a 

divorced father of two college students, an imperfectly reformed alcoholic, a fit former 

baseball player, a construction worker and Henry's first Mexican-American lover. 

Through their relationship the various conflictive identities —professional and working-

class, English speaker and Spanish speaker, lower-class, middle-class and upper-class, 

American and Mexican-American, non-believer and Catholic, gay and straight- that have 

tormented Henry are resolved. John in contrast to Henry, has a close relationship with his 

family, has had a long-term relationship, marriage, and finds solace in Catholicism. In 

contrast to Henry, John's bouts of self-criticism are few and far between; he does not 

intellectualize his identity. Henry recognizes that both he and John " 'come from the same 

world,' " and John concurs, but with a qualification: " 'we ended up in different ones,' " 
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(203). Henry has "lost" his Mexican-American identity. 

John is easy in the world he came from; Henry is still trying to understand that a 

Mexican-American male identity does not necessarily need to be homophobic and/or 

misogynist. John's father comes to talk with Henry and gets straight to the point, '"John 

says he's in love with you'" (236). Immediately Henry becomes "tongue-twistingly 

lawyerly even to [himself]" (236). Henry comments that when Mr. DeLeon speaks 

Spanish he does, as John has told him, sound like a "formidable patriarch," but Henry is 

surprised because Mr. DeLeon's message is not the condemnation that Henry's own father 

would have expressed. John's grandfather rejected his father's homosexual brother who as 

a result committed suicide. Henry hears from John's father that "God gives us children to 

love, not to hate" and for that reason his message is: " 'In my house, you will always be 

treated with respect' "(237). 

Both the autobiographer, Rodriguez and the detective-novelist, Nava through 

different genres, make peace with their conflictive identities. Rodriguez asks in Brown. 

The way we are constructed constructs love? Limits love? (We die.) The 

making of love? No. Hiat is a heresy. God so loved the world that the 

Word became incarnate, condescended to mortal clay. God became brown. 

True God and true man. Where there's a will there's a way. Sodomy is 

among the brownest of thoughts" (207). 

Nava concludes Rag and Bone, his last detective novel with a similar expression of 
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acceptance. As Henry Rios sits down with his nephew Angel to watch a baseball game on 

television he remembers that "[wjhere once I would have spent hours wondering about the 

meaning of life and my place in it, now I am more apt to wonder what to give Angel for 

dinner. A much smaller question, to be sure, but one to which there is at least a concrete 

answer" fRae and Bone 289) Rodriguez resolves the conflict between his Catholicism and 

his homosexuality and by accepting a paradox. Nava resolves the conflict between his 

domineering controlling self and his homosexuality by recognizing the positive qualities of 

his "masculine" control and his "feminine" sensitivity. Nava has questioned the usefulness 

of an ethnic identity, but concludes that an ethnic identity, like his gay identity, is 

ultimately like family. It is something that you accept with love and respect. 

Neither Rodriguez's autobiographies nor Nava's detective novels present a clear 

dialectic. The problem for both of them, Rodriguez and the fictional Henry Rios, is that 

"white" does not offer as clear a dialectical contrast as it does for many writers of ethnic 

literatures. This is not because they have not felt marginalized by their skin color or 

ethnicity, but because, as Rodriguez states to become an "American" in "white" America 

requires "an acid bath". An acid bath results in the absence of color. The hermetic 

"white" detective does not openly recognize that his absence of color is what he fears 

most. As Megan Abbott points out, if Philip Marlowe has no color, he may be colored by 

the many others of Los Angeles (Abbott 27). Nava and Rodriguez show that Marlowe's 

fear was indeed well-founded. Marlowe, the hard-boiled white detective is no longer 
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distinguished by his "whiteness." His "whiteness," his invisibility, was appropriated by 

Nava's hard-boiled detective, as it was by the young autobiographer of Hunger of 

Memory, only to be rejected later as valueless. What Henry Rios has feared most, the 

Mexican-American male, himself, that was formerly invisible becomes visible. Henry is 

able to complete his identity, Mexican and gay-American, and abandon the hermetic white 

male detective persona that literally obscured his ethnicity. In the Acknowledgements that 

follow Rag and Bone. Nava states: "This book brings to an end this series of mysteries [.. 

.]." Rag and Bone breaks with Nava's six previous detective novels, and most definitely 

with the hard-boiled genre itself. In all the previous novels the crime has been inflicted 

upon or committed by someone outside of the detective's family; now that crime has come 

home and the work-alcoholic lawyer's "client" is his own family, he must get to know 

them. With this novel, the detective who had previously personified the series disappears 

and Nava ends his "career as a mystery writer" (Rag and Bone "Acknowledgements"). 
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6. CONCLUSION 

6.1. Heterogamous Reproduction: Introduction to a Chicano Foundational Tale 

Michael Nava reached the end of his career as a writer of hard-boiled detective 

novels during the writing of Rag and Bone. Rag and Bone, the author states, is his last 

detective novel. Why won't Nava continue to tell us the story of Henry Rios' life? Is it 

because in Rag and Bone Nava departed from the formula he had learned to dominate and 

found himself writing in a different romance genre? I believe that this is the case. 

Rag and Bone is not a detective story; it is the story of a man who completes a 

painful process of self-examination. The "self of Henry Rios is not the hard-boiled 

everyman, that this lawyer-detective narrator had first presumed. In Nava's first novel, 

A Little Death, the protagonist-narrator's ethnicity is not explored. Ethnicity in 

combination with sexual identity defines this hard-boiled lawyer-detective as someone 

outside the mainstream, someone who is as painfully "single" as Raymond Chandler's 

heterosexual white male detective Philip Marlowe. There is no need to elaborate what it 

is to be Mexican-American or gay because the hard-boiled genre's formula actually forbids 

elaboration of a cultural or an intimate identity. Mexican-American and gay only serve to 

characterize Nava's detective as an "outsider," typical of the hard-boiled genre's 

detective. The hard-boiled detective's isolation from society sets him above the rest of us 

and converts his "difference" into something positive. Because he is above the fray of 
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day-to-day relationships, he is perceived as impartial. His suffering and Ms joys are 

lonely and unexplored. The reader can identify with him, because he is anonymous. 

However, for Henry Rios Ms difference becomes more and more problematic in 

each subsequent novel. His diiference is not that he is gay. This is his community, like 

the heterosexual community is Philip Marlowe's. The lawyer-protagonist Henry Rios, 

unlike Philip Marlowe, begins to feel the need for an ancestry. Rios has made himself 

into an orphan. He has forced his own adoption, and is now the son of the international 

gay community. 

In Rag and Bone. Michael Nava's Henry Rios completes the investigation that he 

began in his second novel, Golden Bov. and continued, little by little, in each subsequent 

novel. Like an orphan who has been adopted as a child, Rios does not actually know why 

his parents rejected him. He wants to know why, and he wants to question them, but 

they are both dead. He has assumed that his parents saw him as "different." Even 

though they never openly recognized his homosexuality, they saw that this was his 

"difference." Because their parents viewed them as "different," Henry and his lesbian 

sister Elena, assumed that "homosexual" was not Mexican-American. Each abandoned 

their ethnicity when they left home. 

Prior to Rag and Bone. Henry was tormented by the voices of his father and 

mother, but he could not comprehend their stories. He could not accept that the 

circumstances of their lives —religious, economical, political, social— had forced them to 
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see their children as different. They essentially gave their children up for adoption. 

Rag and Bone is not an example of a formulaic hard-boiled detective novel. It is 

not generically pure. It is mestizo, the result of the union of two genres: a Romantic 

national or foundational tale and the detective story. The Latin-American foundational 

fiction posited cultural origin for a group of people who are defined demographically by 

place within a nation state. The populations of the newly founded Latin American states 

that produced these stories were diverse. The foundational tales became the stories of 

national origin because they projected a heterosexual union between two conflictive or 

competing populations. The people who share Henry Rios' ethnicity are also a diverse 

lot, but they are not defined as the sole population of a nation state, therefore their 

foundational tale will be much more complex. 

The "founding couple" in this Mexican-American story is not restricted to 

heterosexual reproduction. The Jewish, Christian and Moslem biblical tale of origin 

begins with the heterosexual couple, as does the current anthropological tale of human 

origin. The heterosexual pair has been the preferred starting point for tales of ethnic and 

national origins. However, when we consider an evolution of "Mexican-American" the 

originating equation becomes very complex. Instead of using heterosexual reproduction as 

a metaphor for the starting point of origin, heterogamous reproduction might be more 

enlightening. Heterogamous origin is not the result of a singular and stable reproductive 

act. Heterogamous origin is the result of a reproduction process that alternates firom 
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generation to generation. For example, the gentilics used to describe the populations of 

nation states are relatively stable. The English are English; the Germans are German and 

the Mexicans are Mexican. But the gentilics used to describe Henry Rios' ethnicity have 

been subject to fluctuations that have emanated from the historically shifting origins and 

demographics of the Mexican-American and the North American populations. These 

gentilics are proscribed by mainstream and minority, authoritative and popular voices. 

Some English-language ones are (I will not repeat the derogatory gentilics) "Mexican," 

"Spanish," "Spanish-American," "Mexican-American," "Hispanic," and "Latino." The 

definition of "Chicano," even the acceptance of this gentilic, swings from generation to 

generation. Before the Chicano Movement of the nineteen-sixties, it was a derogatory 

term used by this population to describe new immigrants of working-class poor among 

them; before that it was presumed to have described the mexica population of the Valley 

of Mexico. "Chicano" is no longer derogatory, it no longer describes the population of 

the Valley of Mexico, and many who might have used "Chicano" to describe themselves 

in the nineteen-sixties and nineteen-seventies, now would not do so because of the active 

political commitment associated with the term. 

Chicano detective fiction cannot assume, like Raymond Chandler's hard-boiled 

novels or Agatha Christie's classical ones, a culturally homogeneous readership. Authors 

of Chicano detective fiction have no identified homogeneous readership that has been 

canonized by either popular or academic authorities. For a work of contemporary 
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detective fiction, the lack of an authorial communal identity is a liability. Hinojosa's 

fiction written prior to Partners in Crime was written from within a defined authorial 

community, "South Texas," but when he stepped out of the costumbrista genre and 

entered into the detective genre, some of his critics from the authorial community (Tatum) 

and some of those from without (Samples) had a difficult time defining his novel either 

within the KCDT series or as a detective novel. This was also the case for North 

American author Edgar Allan Poe when he initiated the genre. The Dupin mysteries, set 

in France and lacking in industrious morality, were not well understood in the United 

States because they did not follow the North American standards of the day for Romantic 

fiction. 

In order to write a detective story, the Chicano authors of detective fiction have 

had to define their particular detectives' communities in relationship to the hegemonic 

Anglo-American community, and furthermore they have had to define a particular 

Chicano community. Each author goes about this differently and gives a different 

definition. These make up the matrices of an incipient, unrealized foundational tale. A 

single foundation has not been established. Origin is still in question. Each author 

proposes an origin, with a refreshing caveat for those of us who may feel burdened by a 

hegemonic origin tale: Chicano origin need not be fixed, sanctioned or limited. 

Some of these detective tales of origin follow nineteenth-century historiography. 

Others do not. These foundational tales dialogue with each other and with a nineteenth-
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century Romantic a!ter-ideology that originally questioned the effectiveness of 

bureaucratic social restraint. All detective fiction continues to question authority. Even 

when the detective is a member of the institutionalized police force, he is the one 

policeman who thinks outside the box. Chicano detective fiction takes as its point of 

departure a genre that questions hegemonic authority and is an established literature of the 

hegemony. This might be confusing, but what Chicano detective fiction is doing, not 

learning, is what has been done by generations of storytellers. The storyteller 

simultaneously distinguishes herself from the status quo and presents her credentials as a 

member of the community; these simultaneous actions establish her authority to speak 

for the community. Detective protagonists are characterized by this paradox of belonging 

and of being an outsider at the same time. Chicano detective fiction emphasizes the 

detective's dual position, whereas mainstream detective fiction obscures it. 

6.2. Corrido Heros: Chapter One, a Chicano Foundational Tale 

In his "Author's Note" to Blues for the Buffalo. Manuel Ramos communicates 

the acknowledgements of his Mexican-American character Rad Valdez, the young Chicano 

Movement-illiterate detective who enlisted the aid of Ramos' detective-lawyer Luis 

Montez: "Rad Valdez wishes to express his gratitude for the invaluable technical 

assistance of several renowned sleuths including Sonny Baca, Joe Blue, Rafe Buenrostro, 

Gloria Damasco, Henry Rios and Cecil Younger." Ramos establishes a basis for my 
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proposed dialogue between four of these detectives and Ms own Luis Montez. "Help" is 

the operative word. "Exclusion" is not what Chicano detective fiction is about and 

"popular," like the corrido and like detective fiction, describes these novels. 

Chicano detective fiction does not return to the status quo as does the classical 

genre. It criticizes social ills that not only affect the mainstream population, as does the 

hard-boiled genre, but also those that adversely affect the Mexican-American community. 

It does not affirm a dichotomy between "good" and "evil" as the spy novel sub-genre of 

detective fiction does. These works of Chicano detective fiction are much closer to the 

Romantic origins of the genre than are contemporary mainstream detective genre novels. 

In each of these novels there are vestiges of previous border-crossings, and, even though 

the global is taken to task for its disruption of the local, there is no suggestion of a return 

to premodem origins (Jose David Saldfvar Border 35). While these authors adopt the 

conventions of all three categories of mainstream detective fiction, they revitalize and 

subvert them by composing their fictions not only with conventional tools, but with tools 

adopted from particular literary histories that have either been lost to contemporary 

detective fiction or are more exclusively Chicano in origin and have not been employed by 

the mainstream popular genre. 

Ramos titles his Luis Montez series, with the exception of The Last Case of Luis 

Montez. by using the names of American narrative musical genres; there is one "blues" 

novel and there are two "ballads," corridos. Then, by grouping Chicano fictional 
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detectives together with an acknov^ledgement from his young detective Rad, Ramos 

outlines a "corrido." All the Chicano detectives are grouped together in his short 

narrative, "Author's Notes" (Blues for the Buffalo). I will call this short narrative an 

outline, and use it to outline a corrido that I have entitled "The Ballad of the Chicano 

Sleuth." The corrido is first and foremost a story of popular heros. Ramos gathers into 

this group all of Luis Montez's fellow detective-protagonists and by doing so has written 

the first paragraph of my conclusion. These detectives are heros; they are the heros of 

the "Chicano mystery" that Ramos' character Charlotte felt needed a detective-

protagonist. 

In order to construct a composite of the detective protagonists I have selected 

some characteristics of Rudolfo Anaya's Sonny Baca that all the detectives share. I have 

chosen Sonny because, of the five novels analyzed, Shaman Winter is the most obvious 

example of a Formist history, is undeniably romantic and is unapologeticaily proud of its 

ethnicity. Furthermore, this novel concludes with the union of a founding couple. 

Among Sonny Baca's positive characteristics is his love of knowledge. He was a 

school teacher before he became a detective, and in Shaman Winter he occupies himself, 

and pursues his investigation of crime by reading New Mexican history. Corpi's Gloria 

Damasco promotes Chicano poetry and is the editor of a collection of Chicana 

autobiographies. Both Hinojosa's Rafe Buenrostro and Nava's Henry Rios continue to 

read the English literature that they studied in college. Luis Montez reads Chicano 
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literature: his favorite author is Oscar Zeta Acosta. In my experience as a reader of 

detective fiction, and in Susarni Samples', a book-reading contemporary policeman or 

detective is rare (154). However, the first characteristic of the corrido detective is an 

abiding love of the written word. 

In the first two novels of Anaya's trilogy, the reader is introduced to Sonny's 

family who all live in Albuquerque, New Mexico. His father is dead, but his mother, aimt 

and cousins, and his twin brother are part of his story. The relationship between him and 

his family is not always smooth. His mother complains that he doesn't spend enough 

time with her, and his brother is more often than not an embarrassment to him. But 

Sonny never questions their love for him and his connection to them. Luis Montez has a 

similar relationship with his numerous siblings. Sometimes they help him during his 

investigations and sometimes they get in his way. However, his dad, Jesus, is a constant, 

if sometimes cranky, fixture in his life. Rafe Buenrostro and his cousin Jehu Malacara 

both lost their fathers as children. They are the sons of the whole Teiano-Mexicano 

community of Belken County, Texas. In Estampas del Valle. Hinojosa's multiple 

narrators trace a zig-zagging family tree; all the Teiano-Mexicanos in Belken County seem 

to be related. In Shaman Winter during a stop in Taos, New Mexico, Sonny Baca gossips 

in the bar with the locals and hears that he is related to practically every Nuevo-Mexicano 

in the state. Luis Montez also runs into "lost" relatives in Colorado. Gloria Damasco 

does not have a large family like Sonny, Luis and Rafe, but her relationships with her 
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daughter and her mother are very close. They have a few generational differences, but 

both are supportive of her investigative career and occasionally help her and give her 

advice. 

Lomeli, M^quez and Herrera-Sobek point out that "the Chicano [detective] 

protagonist takes time to nurture personal and family relationships" (299). However, it 

might be more to the point, particularly when considering Rafe, Luis and Sonny, that 

family relationships for the corrido detective are inescapable. Of the five detectives only 

Gloria Damasco consistently nurtures her family relationships. The fact that for all five 

detectives family relationships are inescapable, is affirmed in Michael Nava's Rag and 

Bone. Henry Rios has been missing something in his life, and in Rag and Done he 

discovers that this is "family." There are some mainstream detectives who nurture family 

relationships, but "family" as a distinguishing characteristic that describes the detective is 

unique to Chicano detective fiction. 

The Chicano community figures prominently in the novels of Anaya, Corpi, 

Hinqjosa and Ramos, but does not in Nava's novels. However, none of the detectives 

limit their relationships to the Chicano community and all five are helped in their 

investigations by African-Americans. Sonny Baca in Zia Summer enlists the help of his 

"compadre" Howard Powdrell who is an expert forensic technician who works for the 

Albuquerque police and has an extensive knowledge of history; both of which he puts at 

Sonny's service. Their relationship is warm and easy. When Anaya's third-person 
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narrator introduces Howard there is no mention of his race or ethnicity. Only through the 

course of the novel do we learn from Howard himself that he is black, Howard tries to 

convince Sonny to take a break from the investigation and, along with Rita, join him and 

his wife Maria for the Juneteenth Celebration at the State Fairgrounds, "Let's go chow 

down on some of Powdrell's famous barbecue ribs, fried catfish and apple pie. A man 

does not live on enchiladas alone," he suggests to Sonny (Zia 233). In this passage we 

might assume that Howard is African-American, but he still has not been described as 

such. It is not until the end of the novel, when Sonny, Rita, Maria and Howard have gone 

out to celebrate the conclusion of the case, that Howard himself makes this distinction. 

He says to Maria, "Come on, honey, let's show these Chicanos that black folks can dance 

rancheras. Ajua!" (342). 

Luis Montez has a similar relationship with Rodney Harrison. Luis met Rodney 

when he had defended Rodney's ex-wife. Rodney was not very happy about his 

separation, and shortly afterwards he and the lawyer-detective find themselves drunk in 

the same bar and in a fist fight. A night in jail together sealed their friendship (Buffalo 

110). Rodney owns "Hot Rodney's," a casual eateiy and bar where soul-food is served 

and the blues play in the background. In the past Rodney has helped the lawyer-

detective as a process server and by listening to the talk of town. In his investigation in 

Blues for the Buffalo. Luis enlists Rodney's help and is twice saved from close calls by 

Rodney's foresight. As in Sonny and Howard's relationship, Luis and Rodney's shows 
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that both are comfortable enough with each other to joke about their particular cultural 

preferences. Rodney jokes about "You Chicanos" who "fight over songs and what to call 

yourselves" (191) and Luis calls Rodney's food "your greasy roadkill" (112). 

In Golden Bov. for the first time, Henry Rios hires Freeman Vidor who will 

reappear in the series. Freeman, a black detective, and Henry never develop a personal 

relationship, but their working relationship immediately establishes the fact that neither 

one allows differences in race or sexuality to prejudice their judgement or interfere with 

their working relationship. They are discussing the first case they will work on together 

and what possible role homosexuality might have in the jury's verdict. Heterosexual 

Freeman suggests that it will be hard to make the jury feel sympathetic towards a gay 

man. 

"You tell someone you're gay," he [Freeman] replied, "and the first 

thing they do after they shake your hand is get a blood test." 

"Including you?" 

"It's not on the list of my biases," he said. "You want to tell me 

about yours?" 

"Some of my favorite clients are black." (52) 

Later, working the same case, Freeman and Henry met in a gay bar to observe and 

interview a witness. Freeman enters the bar, where all are dressed conservatively, wearing 

bell-bottom pants, gold chains and a pink chinelle sweater that belonged to his ex-wife. 
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Henry laughs at him, but Freeman takes it in his stride: "Back to R. & D" ("Research and 

Development"), he answers (Golden 159). In Hidden Law they are again working 

together and Freeman comments on the attractions of a skimpily dressed prostitute as he 

and Henry enter Henry's office on Sunset Boulevard. " 'You see the girls out here all day 

long. Don't you even get a little curious?' " he asks Henry. Henry replies flippantly that 

he found out everything he wanted to about girls playing "doctor" when he was six years 

old. Freeman replies, " 'Six, huh? They get better when they grow up.' " (127). From 

this exchange it is obvious that they have an easy relationship. 

Lucha Corpi's Gloria Damasco and Hinojosa's Rafe Buenrostro do not develop 

any friendships or long-term working relationships with African-Americans, but they are 

not absent from either Cactus Blood or Partners in Crime. During her investigation Corpi 

1 earns of a shelter run by and for Oakland's homeless. The leader and organizer of the 

shelter, where both African-Americans and Chicanos live and work, is named "Soldado." 

When Gloria meets him she only describes him as a "dark" man (156). There are no 

features or that distinguish him as Chicano or African-American, and his speech 

incorporates expressions from both groups (155). Soldado is an " 'urban warrior' " who 

is trying to help all of Oakland's homeless regardless of race (156). 

In Hinojosa's novel an old black man who has worked for a member of Rafe's 

family since 1907 discovers a murder victim. John Milton Crossland is, like so many of 

Soldado's charges, a veteran, but not of Viet Nam. He fought in the Cuban Campaign of 
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the Spanish-American war of 1898 and was dishonorably discharged (Partners 14). This 

fact has haunted his life. Just before his natural death he receives the news that "some 

professor" who had been studying his case and those of others has been able to have his 

dishonorable discharge rescinded and "he [...] died a happy man" (76). Rafe is pleased 

to learn this news when his cousin calls to invite him to Crossland's funeral (76). There 

are very few blacks in Belken County. The single other black character in the novel is 

Elizabeth Tarver, one of the two bank tellers to come forward and warn Jehu about the 

money laundering taking place at the other banks in town. After he interviews her in 

person, Jehu realizes that, other than a few soldiers who have passed through, she and 

John Milton Crossland are the only blacks in the county (116). He admires both her and 

the other teller's courage, and proposes that they be hired by the bank where he works as 

soon as positions open for them (153). Elizabeth then would not have to wear the 

uniform that made this "tall, angular" woman look like a "maroon-colored potato sack" 

(113). 

The relationships of Sonny, Luis and Henry with the African-American men who 

work with them, the comments of Jehu, and the story of Crossland show that respect for 

human dignity among the Chicano detectives easily crosses North American racist 

borders. Corpi's character, "Soldado" extends the racial blindness of Chicano detectives 

by presenting a character whose race and ethnicity is completely unimportant. This is a 

"dark" man (Cactus 156) who could be of African, Mexican, Asian, North American or 
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Corpi sees "brown" as positive and inclusive. 

Thus far the composite corrido detective has these characteristics: she reads 

literature and history, she will never be able to disassociate herself from family and her 

community is inclusive rather than exclusive. Another characteristic of detective Sonny 

Baca is Ms use of Spanish. The text of Anaya's trilogy rarely indicates that Sonny's first 

language might be Spanish, but his speech, peppered with traditional Spanish sayings as 

well as contemporary Chicano sayings, indicates that he is comfortable listening to and 

speaking Spanish. Furthermore, one of his favorite authors is Miguel de Unamuno fZia 

161). However, it is not clear if he reads the Spaniard's works in Spanish or in 

translation. Corpi's narration indicates when Gloria is either listening to or speaking 

Spanish. Both she and Rafe Buenrostro are fluent in Spanish. Luis and Henry have let 

their Spanish get rusty, but both can speak and understand the language. None of the 

detectives criticize Chicanos who do not speak Spanish and neither Luis nor Henry is 

ashamed of his shortcomings as a bilingual, but both do regret at times their ineptitude. 

Heniy feels that a better knowledge of Spanish would have helped in several situations, 

particularly in his interviews with a Spanish-speaking evangelist in Rag and Bone (242, 

245). 

Language as an identifier is commonly used to distinguish a minority detective 

from his mainstream colleagues. (Some examples are: Carolina Garcia-Aquilera's Cuban-
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American detective, Tony Hillerman's Navajo detectives, Walter Mosley's African-

American detective, Barbara Neely's female African-American detective, Alexander 

McCall Smith's Botswanan female detective and Arthur W. Upfield's Anglo-Aboriginal 

detective). The use of different registers of English has not been absent in the mainstream 

genre, as Jameson has noted in the work of Raymond Chandler. However, in the 

mainstream genre these different registers are used to define the hierarchies of class, social, 

ethnic or racial identities. In Chicano detective fiction, as in other detective novels where 

the detective is a member of a minority group, the "different" registers of English and the 

interspersing of Spanish words work to unite rather than separate. Furthermore, these 

particular combinations of English and Spanish empower the detective in the Chicano 

genre. 

The most famous detective who is also a non-nati ve-speaker of English is Agatha 

Christie's Belgian detective, Hercule Poirot. Poirot speaks English with a heavy French 

accent. This can be seen as an endearing characteristic that saves him from being all 

powerful, and ultimately an unsympathetic character like Sherlock Holmes. However, at 

times Poirot must rely on Captain Hastings, his English gentleman side-kick and 

acquaintance, to be understood. Poirot's lack of command of English is seen as a 

weakness. Christie, very wisely considering her audience's fear of the foreign, does not 

allow Poirot to dominate the English language. Chicano detectives do dominate English 

and furthermore, they also speak Spanish. Whether their Spanish is an academically 
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sanctioned Spanish, CMcano-Spanish or a halting Spanish, their use of that language is 

respected by the Spanish-speakers they come in contact with during the course of their 

investigations. Their bilinguaiism makes them more powerful and respected than Poirot. 

Needless to say all the corrido detectives are smart, courageous and attractive, and 

each has a good sense of humor. But they are also distinguishable from mainstream 

detectives. The corrido detective is bilingual, is irrevocably linked to her biological family, 

is a life-long reader and exemplifies through her behavior the practice of inclusion. This 

profile describes an undeniably heroic personality in twenty-first-century United States. 

6.3. Corrido Love Stories: Chapter Two, a Chicano Foundational Tale 

Americo Paredes in his With a Pistol in His Hand uses a narrator to tell about the 

"good song," the corrido. This singing was "[n]ot like these pachucos nowadays, 

mumbling damn-foolishness into a microphone" (34). These were songs sung by men 

about the heroic deeds of men. Though predominantly male, the corrido hero has also 

been female, but the story of a positive sexual partnership is rarely sung. If the love 

stories of Sonny Baca, Rafe Buenrostro, Gloria Damasco and Henry Rios, and the search 

for love by Luis Montez distinguish these detectives from the Anglo-American and 

British detective genres as Lomeli et al suggest, their love stories also distinguish them 

from what has been considered one of the foundations of Chicano literature, the corrido. 

However, the corrido. even Paredes' example of the "Ballad of Gregorio Cortez," has, if 
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only in the background, a reference to the hero's love of his sexual partner. Gregorio's 

wife, and family, were incarcerated by the Texas authorities while Gregorio was on the 

run and had very successfully eluded the Texas Rangers. Only the news of Ms family's 

plight could have convinced him to surrender. Times have changed. Pachucos are no 

longer singing their "damn-foolishness" and the romantic relationships of the corrido 

detective hero are more prominent than those of the hero of the "good song" that was 

sung at the beginning of the twentieth century. 

In my analysis of these authors' works of detective fiction I have summarized a 

"foundational fiction" and designated a "foundational couple" for each novel or group of 

novels. Anaya's Sonny Baca, the most ambitious historian of the group of detectives and 

the one who is most attached to his free-wheeling single life-style, finally agrees to settle 

down with his long-time girl friend Rita in Shaman Winter. Sommer's analysis of Latin 

American foundational fictions posits that the foundational couple represents a fusion of 

political, social or racial/ethnic oppositions. It would seem that Rita, a beautiful New 

Mexican Chicana, who has grown up in the same town as Sonny, is both Catholic and in 

tune with shamanistic religious experience, who cooks Sonny's favorite foods, takes care 

of him like his mom and is sexually compatible with him in every way, would not 

represent any "opposition" to Sonny's political, social or racial/ethnic characterization. 

The problem is that Sonny is a bit of a macho and is reluctant to diminish his 

privileged position. He has a hard time accepting the independence of his widowed 
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mother in Zia Summer. Mom, "iaiefita." has a boy friend. (Laiefita ,"little chief," is an 

expression commonly used to refer to the woman of the house in a tongue-in-cheek 

manner. She is not el iefe. "the chief," who is male, or la iefa. who is a domineering 

female.) Sonny feels put out, even though he agrees with her that he has been ignoring 

her, Rita is the chef-owner of her own restaurant. She is actually more financially and 

emotionally independent than Sonny. There is no mention of Rita's family in the series. 

Rita has known her spiritual self since the beginning of the trilogy, which has not been the 

case for Sonny. She introduces Sonny to her good friend Lorenza who puts Sonny in 

contact with his nagual. his animal spirit, the coyote. In each of the novels in the trilogy, 

Rita has had her life threatened because she is Sonny's love. Their love for each other is a 

fact that Sonny's nemesis and "twin," Raven, recognizes as early as Zia Summer. It takes 

Sonny a bit longer, but he ultimately promises to marry Rita. Sonny and Rita have lost 

an unborn child to Raven, but Sonny consoles Rita. Even if there is not another child 

conceived by their love, their love will endure (421). This couple that has been proved to 

be fertile, is willing to accept "love" as their sole offspring. 

Hinojosa's Rafe Buenrostro and Michael Nava's Henry Rios also establish 

relationships that project a future change, that will also recognize a parity between man 

and woman. In contrast to Sonny and Rita, Rafe Buenrostro and Sammie Jo Perkins are 

historical ethnic "opposites" in Belken County. In Partners in Crime they hide their 

relationship from their families and co-workers because Sammie Jo is married, and because 
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neither one is yet ready to accept that their imion might be possible in Belken County's 

ethnically stratified society. The historical abuses by Sammie Jo's family can be 

mitigated by their union by having a Teiano-Mexicano assume a position of authority in 

the Anglo-Texan family. Sammie Jo herself would also defy her family's authority by 

marrying outside their established traditions. After this experience, it would be unlikely 

that Sammie Jo would put up with an unequal marital relationship. She has chosen well; 

Rafe is not a domineering type. Furthermore, Rafe and Sammie Jo's union recognizes that 

both, recent Anglo settlement of the mid-nineteenth century, and older claims to this same 

area by the whole Buenrostro clan, is rapidly becoming a moot point with the invasion of 

outsiders that threaten Anglo and Mexicano Texans alike. Rafe and Sammie Jo's union 

recognizes that only together will these populations be able to confront the new global 

invasion of a land that both of their families have shared for more than one-hundred and 

fifty years. 

Henry Rios, like Sonny Baca, has played the field for many years, however, 

unlike Sonny, his free-wheeling years have been unsatisfying. When he meets Josh 

Mendel in Golden Bov. Rios, like Sonny, is not sufficiently mature to accept another's 

love. Henry wants to manipulate Josh's love. He wants to be in control. Unlike 

Sonny's Rita, Josh will not patiently wait for Henry to mature, and he leaves him. Henry 

is tormented by regret after he and Josh split up and this is exacerbated by Josh's painful 

death from AIDS. His failure to maintain his relationship with Josh and Josh's suffering 
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motivate Henry's self-inquiry. He realizes that in many ways he has adopted his father's 

domineering macho attitude. In Rag and Bone. Henry gets a second chance. Like Sonny 

he finds a person who is not at first view culturally different from himself. His lover, 

John DeLeon is Mexican-American. However, unlike Henry, John is a spiritual person, 

an independent blue-collar professional and a bisexual father of two children. 

Both Sonny's and Henry's foundational relationships erase distances between 

Chicanos themselves. Even though both Henry and Sonny respect women, they 

frequently speak and act like dominant males tinged by machismo. Henry loves a man 

and Sonny loves a woman who, like John DeLeon, is patient with male-dominance. 

However, both John and Rita are able to guide their partners away from their domineering 

tendencies. Rita and John's characteristics are not limited by gender-defmed roles. John 

works in a male-dominated profession and is a great housewife who cooks and decorates. 

Rita is a great cook and is a professional in a male-dominated world; female chefs are not 

common. The relationships that Henry and Sonny establish with John and Rita question 

traditional gender-defmed roles within the Chicano community and highlight a changing 

attitude towards male dominance in the Chicano family. Sonny accepts, and finally 

supports, his mother in her new relationship and is able to accept, even after his long and 

dangerous battle with Raven for the perpetuation of his own ancestry, that perhaps he 

will not have children, that she will not be a stay-at-home wife and he will go to 

for her in her restaurant. Henry has had to accept the fact that John will preserve 
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Ms independence and will not move into Ms house or give up Ms family and spiritual 

commitments. John and Henry share love and responsibility for Henry's nephew, Angel, 

but Angel's independence has also had to be recognized by Henry. No longer can the 

head of the Chicano household demand that its members mimic his behavior and share his 

convictions. 

Gloria Damasco is a bit more circumspect in expressing her love for her partner 

Justin than are Rafe, Sonny or Henry. The consummation of Gloria and Justin's love 

comes as somewhat of a surprise for the reader. They have had a friendly professional 

relationship that has not favored either male or female prerogatives. Their imion is less 

dynamic than the amorous unions of Sonny, Rafe and Henry. The only change in their 

relationship from that of a professional and friendly one is the sexual act. Gloria's union 

with a fellow Chicano will not unite two conflicting populations like Rafe's and Sammie 

Jo's, nor does it require that she adjust her behavior towards Justin as Sonny and Henry 

must in relationship to their Mexican-American lovers. Justin is comfortable with and 

supportive of all that Gloria does, and she has learned certain facts about his life that have 

made his silences understandable to her. Together Gloria and Justin present a united and 

stable front. Their heterosexual unity in support of Chicana feminism and Chicana 

lesbian relationships functions to "legitimize" these marginal causes within the larger 

framework of heterosexual Chicano activism. Their stable relationship acts as the 

environment that will allow the "foundational couple" to prosper and reproduce. 
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Reproduction in this foundational tale depends on the metaphorical flowering, a union 

between Chicano activism and Chicana feminism, of Carlota's cactus. Justin has 

provided Gloria with a love that has been missing in her life, and now that she is again 

whole, Gloria can supervise the planting and care that Carlota's cactus will require. 

Poor Luis Montez has been divorced twice from Chicanas both times, and he 

continues to strike out with the gorgeous and intelligent Chicanas he actively pursues. 

Furthermore, his law practice keeps getting smaller and smaller. In Blues for the Buffalo 

he is working from his home, he has no secretarial help and he's pushing fifty. Are his 

prospects for marriage or a long term relationship slim? The quick answer is "Yes, they 

are." Traditionally women expect that a male will support her. And as he ages he will 

still be attractive to a woman as long as his income and assets have steadily increased over 

the years, which is not the case for Luis. He is attracted to competent and professional 

Chicanas. The opposites that would characterize his ideal foundational couple are drive 

and industry on the part of the woman and casual ease on the part of the male. Not only 

is the Chicano community not ready for this gender-defined role change, neither is the 

United States as a whole. Luis's perspective though is not unrealistic. Even though they 

still lag behind men's, women's incomes have increased in the last twenty years, and more 

women than men are now graduating from college. This is only true for the population as 

whole. Hispanic women continue to have the lowest level of education and income of any 

large demographic group in the United States. Reading between the lines of Luis' 
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unsuccessful romantic escapades shows him to be a strong supporter of education and 

economic opportunity for Chicanas. 

In the meantime, Luis has an established relationship with his father who, after a 

life characterized by drive and industry, is now living the casual ease of his retirement 

years. His life, however, is not without responsibilities. He has taken on the task of 

teaching his grandsons Spanish, which both their father and mother have ignored. Jesus 

Montez tried to teach Luis about his cultural inheritance and his goals have not changed as 

a grandfather. Searching for the past and a reevaluation of the past characterized Luis' 

lover in The Ballad of Rockv Ruiz. Luis's foundational male, if extended beyond Luis 

himself and to the characterization of the father he admires, does have the responsibility 

to impart his culture to the next generation, and if the women Luis has chosen in the past 

are an example, they will share this responsibility. 

The oppositions that were resolved by the unions of the foundational couples in 

Latin American foundational fiction were generally political ones between liberal and 

conservative factions. Among our Chicano foundational couples that were in opposition. 

Sonny and Rita, Henry and John, the macho tendencies of the detective-protagonist were 

purged of traditional assumptions regarding the dominance of male prerogative in a 

relationship. Both detectives learned to respect the independence and productivity of 

their partners. 

Luis Montez's unsuccessful search for a Chicana partner and Gloria Damasco's 
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successful union with a Chicano partner underline the importance for the foundational 

couple to enter their union without the of burden gender-biased roles, with respect for the 

independence of their partners and with the knowledge of and the will to share Chicano 

history. 

Rafe and Sammie Jo's relationship affirms these same foundations: mutual respect 

between partners and a shared historical perspective. However, their union joins two 

historically antagonist populations. Inclusion of other populations, however, is not 

absent from any of the detectives' narratives. Each "foundational couple" is seeking a 

stable environment where their "love" can flourish. In Anaya's and Corpi's fiction, if the 

nation state recognizes environmental concerns as the concerns of the state, the cause of 

stability will be furthered. For Nava and Ramos, urban America needs to be stabilized 

through social and political reform. Hinojosa recognizes this same concern, as do Corpi 

and Anaya to a lesser extent, but all three also call into account the spread of globalization 

and its invasive and dehumanizing tendencies. Their particular perspectives highlight 

different forms of hegemonic intrusion. A constant antagonist stance towards imposed 

hegemonic bureaucratic power is the only constant "exclusion" practiced by the Chicano 

detectives and their partners. 

6.4. A Love Triangle: Chicano Romantic Postmodernism 

Traditionally, a study such as this one that has concluded each segment with a 
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narrative, in this case the "foundational tales" that I have read into each novel or group of 

novels, would conclude with a metanarrative that would include all the works analyzed in 

a cohesive "foundational" tale. According to Dominic Strinati's overview of postmodern 

criticism of popular artistic expressions, the metanarrative is being questioned by 

postmodern theory due to the fact that in the late twentieth century in the United States 

and in Europe "traditional sources of identity" have been fragmented (238). Dominic 

Strinati lists loci of identity as follows: social class, extended and nuclear family, local 

communities, the neighborhood, religion, trade unions, and the nation state (238). The 

questioning of metanarratives, and the lived experience of a fragmented environment, are 

historically familiar to Mexican-Americans. A metanarrative of fragmentation is what I 

propose. 

The fragmentation or loss of each of the traditional sources of identity listed by 

Strinati is represented in Chicano detective fiction. In Ramos' and Nava's novels 

Mexican-Americans who have moved up the social ladder, or who have been able to 

preserve a privileged social and economic position, such as the Leguizamon family in 

Hinojosa's KCDT and Pena's family in Nava's Hidden Law, prey on fellow Mexican-

Americans. Those at the bottom on the socioeconomic scale prey on each other in 

Corpi's Cactus Blood. Nava's Hidden Law and Rag and Bone, and in the majority of 

Ramos' novels. In all these cases the fragmentation of either upper or lower class 

Mexican-Americans is exacerbated by the pressures of urban life in the United States. 
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Families are split apart by the pressures of a globalized economy in Corpi's novel and by 

Mexican-American homophobia in Nava's novels. The Catholic religion no longer unites 

the majority of the characters in these novels. Traditional beliefs are undermined or 

affirmed in both Corpi's and Anaya's novels, but have ceased to be an influential locus of 

identity in the community as a whole. Luis Montez's father is the only character who 

still identifies with his blue collar mining career. However, he is now a city dweller and 

his identification with the solidarity among miners is more nostalgic than actual. In his 

Denver neighborhood fathers and mothers are absent from home all day, and he looks 

after the children and young toughs who gather in the street. The Mexican-American 

neighborhood is either in shambles or has been abandoned to the oldsters in the novels of 

Anaya, Nava and Ramos. For the young in Nava's and Ramos' novels, street gangs, 

rather than union jobs, serve as identity markers. 

Strinati has neglected to include language in his list of traditional sources of 

identity. These novels are not vwitten in Spanish, however the authors indicate when 

Spanish is being spoken and to a greater or lesser degree intersperse Spanish expressions 

into the text of the novel. However, only for Buenrostro, Hinojosa's detective, does an 

understanding of traditional sources of identity, including Spanish, figure prominently in 

the detective's successful investigation. 

Doris Sommer, in her analysis of the foundational fictions of Latin America, 

points out that European and North American models served as the framework for the 
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romance novels of the emergent republics. One of the main differences between the 

European model and the Latin American product was the absence of the love triangle 

(Foundational 16). The protagonists of the Latin American fictions were heterosexual 

couples who were desirous of founding families. There are no "love triangles" in Chicano 

detective fiction either, and the "couples" are also looking towards founding families, 

perhaps not the traditional ones of their Latin American relations, but families 

nonetheless. 

However, despite the familial intentions of these Chicano founding couples, they 

are embroiled in a literary menage a trois and "American" is the third participant. Andres 

Bello warned Latin America that European models should be avoided, but they weren't 

(Sommer Foundational 8). A curiously illicit relationship was established between the 

model and the product. 

North America's love for the detective genre is the third bed-fellow in Chicano 

detective romance. For each of the detective-protagonists, mainstream North American 

society participates in, and influences the perception of their Chicano lives differently. 

Each of these authors has chosen as their model a genre alien to the body of Chicano 

literature. The challenge for each author is to make the menage a trois. detective fiction, 

Chicano literary tradition and the Chicano lived experience, compatible. They manage to 

accomplish this goal through a critical awareness of their surroundings. Like the romantic 

couple of Latin American foundational fiction, the Chicano couple is exposed to the 
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contradictions of the society that surrounds them. Both then and now, these authors 

attempt to identiiy what would be detrimental to the successful and fruitful imion of the 

romantic protagonists. They only suggest what the future might be. Chicano authors 

revise the genre in order to accommodate their protagonists. They do this by selecting 

some mainstream detective genre conventions to emulate and others to discard, like their 

Latin American predecessors' selections from European romance. 

Mexican-American and Chicano identities have at one time or another, and not in a 

cohesive or an exclusionary manner, posited food, family, tierra. indigenous roots, 

neighborhood gangs, the Virgin of Guadalupe, music, the corrido hero, the Spanish 

language, the pachuco. political activism, machismo, linguistic code switching, the 

curandera. working-class origins. La Raza Unida. Aztec royalty and Spanish dons as 

identifying markers. Paraphrasing Charlotte in Blues for the Buffalo, it is impossible that 

any Mexican-American could ever be sufficiently Chicano (29). The Chicano detectives 

embark on their quest to establish a stable environment and a stable identity, but the 

dialectic that ensues between the detective and his environment cannot be resolved 

conclusively. The "founding couples' " versions of stability have originated from various 

sources that range from a homogeneous North-American ideology to a Chicano alter-

ideology. 

The manage a trois in all these novels does not offer an example of a singular 

environment where the Mexican-American, his community and the nation state will lie 
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down together. But each individual novel suggests a space where the detective, his 

coramimity and the nation state can entertain this romantic illusion. 

6.5. Corrido Heros, a New Generation: Chapter Three, a Chicano Foundational Tale 

Angel, Henry Rios' nephew, is the only child protagonist in the novels analyzed 

who is fully developed. Originally Henry and his sister Elena each want to adopt Angel. 

But Angel himself refuses to be adopted by Elena, and will not choose his uncle over his 

mother. Henry and Elena are very uncomfortable with Angel's background. He will not 

accept his biological grandmother, Elena, because he is loyal to his presumed grandmother 

who, from Elena's and Henry's perspective, has little to offer to Angel because she is a 

poor and uneducated Mexican-American woman. Henry and Elena's educated and 

independent life-styles seem alien to him. He is surprised to see men cooking and 

cleaning because he had assumed that women were responsible for cooking and cleaning. 

He has never lived in one home for an extended period of time. He has never had any 

regular schooling and does not know the pleasures of reading. He hasn't been a gang 

member, but he is familiar with gang slang and street tactics, and uses both. He accepts 

his mother's evangelical Christianity without question. He is fearful of homosexuals 

because he has been taught that they might sexually abuse him. 

The relationship that develops between Henry and Angel forces each of them to 

reevaluate their attitudes and actions. Through Henry, Angel discovers the pleasures of 
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reading. Through Angel, Henry discovers that lower-class Mexican-Americans are more 

capable of expressing love than he has been. By observing Henry's practice of law and 

the defense he constructs to save his mother, Angel learns to respect a form of defense 

that does not involve gang tactics. Heniy accompanies Angel to the evangelical church 

and leams that not all evangelical ministers are like the hell and brimstone shouting 

demagogues that he has seen on television. He observes the consolation that Angel's 

minister is able to give to his Spanish-speaking congregation and the positive 

encouragement they receive that helps them and his niece better their lives. By observing 

the easy and spontaneous interaction between John and Angel, Henry begins to learn that 

being in complete control is unproductive. Angel learns by being with Henry and John 

that men do cook and clean and more importantly that homosexuality does not promote 

sexual abuse. Finally, Henry learns from Angel's example that no matter what his or her 

failings have been, a parent cannot be rejected. Henry accepts that Angel will not live 

with him on a permanent basis and Angel becomes comfortable going between two 

different Chicano realities. 

Henry's home is free from the danger Angel was exposed to in all of his previous 

environments. Even though his "grandmother" had given him a loving home for a period 

of time, her home was no defense against the intrusion of gang-related crime, including the 

gang members who killed her and the drugs that ruined her son's life and that Angel fears. 

Henry's home provides a stable and safe environment where Angel can find intellectual 
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stimulation and love. His mother's home is also a stable loving environment now that she 

is free of a drug-addicted husband and gang warfare. Her commitment to her faith 

complements the environment Angel experiences in Henry's home and completes the love 

necessary for his growth. 

Returning to my corrido. as outlined by Manuel Ramos, I would like to observe 

Rad personally acknowledging the help of the other great Chicano sleuths, and then 

observe Angel visiting their homes. In his short ten years Angel has survived many 

hardships common to twentieth-century America and has prospered crossing many 

borders, even those that his Chicano family has erected among themselves. Visiting 

Gloria and Justin in Oakland, California and Luis Montez in Denver, Colorado he could 

learn about the history and the actuality of Chicano activism from positive and realistic 

perspectives. In Oakland he might meet a working-class lesbian Chicana steeped in 

Mexican tradition whose persona would help him resolve the conflict he perceives 

between the two grandmothers he has known. In Colorado he'd meet Luis Montez, the 

opposite of his lawyer-detective uncle. He'd enjoy Luis's comfortably laid-back style as 

much as he does John DeLeon, whom he knows and loves. Furthermore, he would no 

longer equate education with lack of spontaneity. He would also get to hear Jesus's 

stories and practice his Spanish with Luis' sons. In New Mexico in the company of Rita 

and Sonny, he would be exposed to religious practices and beliefs that have served his 

ancestors for more than a millennium. I'm sure he'd like to get in touch with his naguaJ. 
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In Texas, Rafe would take him around town to the family and he would hear the stories of 

generations and learn to sing corridos. He would observe first hand what a Chicano can 

do to fight drug trafficking. He might even want to become a policeman-lawyer like Rafe 

who looks after the whole community. 

6.6. Border-Crossings, An Anti-Penultimate Chapter, a Chicano Foundational Tale 

According to Ramon Saldivar, Chicano narratives "offer readers a reformulation of 

historical reality and contemporary culture that is more consistent with the way reality 

and culture are actually experienced than do other representations" (8-9). In order for the 

reader to arrive at this "reformulation of historical reality and contemporary culture" the 

reader is required to go beyond the entertainment level. Saldivar states that it is 

impossible to know the "cultural truth" of Chicanos from a simple reading of the Chicano 

experience. "Contemporary Chicano narrative [...] calls upon its readers to dissipate its 

external features and its formal pattern, to eradicate them in order that readers might 

perceive the substantial ground on which ideological representations of truth are built" (8-

9). 

In analyzing Chicano detective fiction I began with the external form of these 

novels and proceeded to connect the origins of the form and their ideological 

underpinnings wdth those that are recovered and transformed by these texts. Saldivar goes 

on to state: "Chicano narratives seek systematically to uncover the underlying structures 
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by which real men and women may either perpetuate or reformulate that reality" (5-6). 

My analysis has also explored some "underlying structures" unique to the lived 

experience of different Mexican-Americans in the United States —the homosexual, the 

farm-laborer, the police officer, the lawyer, the construction worker, the curandera/o, the 

gang member, the mother, the father— and their literary representations as presented by 

the "reformulation and perpetuation" of the detective genre and other genres referred to 

by these authors. 

However, it is necessary to proceed with caution, and to be aware that a 

knowledge of the "cultural truth" of Chicanos is elusive. Related to Chicano Ramon 

Saldivar's cautionary note to those who would interpret Chicano literature, is Central 

European-American Doris Sommer's cautionary advice to those of us who are competent 

readers. Sommer notes that many "minority" literatures put up "stop signs" that the 

competent reader ignores. The apparent simplicity of the detective genre can beguile a 

competent reader into the trap of "textual conquest" and a simple re-writing of the 

author's narrative. Sommer notes that the "problems raised by presumptive, masterful 

understanding are both epistemoIogicaJ and ethical, and they ring familiar now that 

postmodern skepticism has lowered the volume on masterly discourses to hear some 

competing, even incommensurate voices" ("Textual" 143).. 

According to Jose David Saldivar, "U.S.-Mexico border writing entails a new 

intercultural theory making sensitive to both local processes and global forces, such as 
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Euro-imperialism, colonialism, patriarchy and economic and political hegemonies. Thus 

envisaged, U.S.-Mexico border writing does not dichotomize the local and the global" 

(35). SaJdivar goes on to quote an impublished article by James Clifford entitled "Borders 

and Diasporas," where Clifford "argues [that] border cultures, like black diaspora 

cultures, 'exist because of displacements, inter-cultural and trans-national crossings' " 

(35). 

In this conclusion I have outlined a romantic metanarrative of Chicano detective 

fiction, my foundational "Ballad of the Chicano Sleuth." In the body of this dissertation I 

have framed each of the detective narratives with their respective Chicano sociopolitical 

history in the United States. However, as a resident for over thirty-five years of border 

USA and border Mexico, and having been heavily influenced by my border-crossings and 

those of colleagues, friends and family, both actual and communicative, 1 cannot but 

believe that my projection of Angel's life will undergo more revisions. Jose David 

Saldivar's insightful analysis of Chicano literature, popular and elite, will have to guide 

my conclusion. In Border Matters. Saldivar, like Gloria Anzaldua in Borderlands/La 

Frontera. emphasizes the permeability of the lines we have been led to believe are drawn 

around our identities. Their perspectives do not underline alienation and they see 

fragmentation as a sort of cross-fertilization, or a bridge to be crossed, again and again. 
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