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Introduction 
 

Research of literary canon formation in Mexican-American literature 
offers an important approach to the invisible processes that dominate the 
development of both personal collections and academic libraries. This 
analysis discusses the role of the anthology in the creation of the Chicano 
literature canon.  
 
Classifying the anthology as a literary genre, this study questions the 
origins, history, characterization and definitions that frame its scope as 
both a print genre and a literary collection. Anthologies also project a 
literary significance beyond the text itself: in the reception by the reader 
that construct literary meaning as part of a public literary culture.   
 
This investigation explores 30 Mexican-American literary anthologies to 
demonstrate historic and current trends of this literature and its 
implications in educational curriculum. The results of this study are 
analyzed in relation to the power of the publisher in the production and 
reception of the genre and its place in the development of Chicano 
literature. 

 
Framework 

 

The anthology as a print genre 
 

“Literary genres are mutable organisms. They cohere, unravel, and reform 
in the tides of history because they are dependent on the historical 
conditions of production and reception” (Benedict 231). 
 
Anthology:  
1.  Collection of literary pieces, songs, works of art, etc. by various 

authors 
2.  Adj. Worthy of being highlighted, extraordinary 
3.  Literary collection, canon 
4.  Origin: Greek anthologia, literally “flower-gathering” 
 
Despite its composite nature, the anthology conforms to the theoretical 
requirements of a literary genre. It is a book composed of no less than 
three different works, each read independently from the others, yet all 
understood by readers as part of a whole.  
 
The anthology is the result of a transition from oral tradition to the printed 
form of elite literature to finally a mass commerce devoted entirely to 
publication with the purpose to find, make and mix multiple and 
heterogeneous audiences.  

 
Reader Response Theory 

 
“The anthology is a genre because it arose from particular historical 
conditions to give a literary form to a particular ideology, and because it 
requires and induces a specific kind of reading or reception by audiences 
(Benedict 252). 
 
One of the most important factors in defining the anthology is the question 
of how it is read. Anthologies create, as they are created, by a readership 
trained to read on their own.  
 
“It is language which speaks, not the author: to write is to reach, through a 
preexisting impersonality…that point where language alone acts” (Barthes 
3). Readers hold the power of literature and the duty to define the field, 
especially emerging literature on the brink of change.  

 
 

The Mexican-American 
Anthology at the University of 

Arizona 
 

The 30 anthologies included in this study are available to U of A students 
and faculty through the Main Library and Special Collections.  
 
The anthologies were examined according to the following criteria:  
•  Year of publication 
•  Name and type of publisher 
•  Proportionality of men vs. women writers 
•  Linguistic criteria (English, Spanish, Bilingual and Translated) 

 
 
 
 
 
Results showed a polarization toward male writers, works written in English 
and minor publishers.  
 
Only 29% of authors included are  
women, and Chicana writers are  
limited to “journals and books  
related to minority issues, with 
publishers like Third Woman  
Press, Bilingual Press, Arte  
Público Press, and in volumes  
concerned with Chicano issues”  
(Rebolledo 1).  
 
 
University of                                                                              Piñata Books                                                                        
Arizona Press                                                                       (Division of Arte  
                                                                                                  Público Press) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

37% of the studied texts were published by commercial publishers and more 
than half of those were published in the 1970s. The remaining 63% divide 
between academic, independent and foreign publishers. Mexican-American 
literature has and continues to struggle to find a place in mainstream 
publication. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 

 
 
Chicano Literary Readership 
 
Mexican-American writers enjoy a variety of language choices, yet the 
publication of their voices is not representative of that diversity. In the 
Mexican-American literary field, issues of language are also issues of 
power. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This criterion remains over the four decades studied, showing that 
representation and appropriation of language are major factors in the 
formation of the Chicano literary canon.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“What Chicano literature infuses into the U.S. canon is ‘radical 
dialects’—it is the language difference that makes U.S. Hispanic 
literature a radical expression of a more general threat to the pre/
dominant canon” (Bruce-Novoa 21).  
 
Chicano writers have struggled to find a voice while confronting U.S. 
English-only policies.  
 
La voz urgente (1995) is one of the few anthologies to highlight only 
works written in Spanish.  
 
In an interview with its editor, Martín-Rodríguez  
explained “I saw that literature written in English  
received much more attention from publishers, while 
books in Spanish were either out of stock or hard to  
find in the U.S. As I recall, at that time there was  
only one anthology of Chicano literature written in  
Spanish, which had been published by the poet  
Tino Villanueva in Mexico. So much remained to be  
done.” 
 
Rebolledo explains that in 1995, “not a single article on Chicana 
literature by a Chicana critic has been published in Publications of the 
Modern Language Association, Critical Inquiry, or other mainstream 
journals” (1).  
 
However, in the last 15 years, publishers and publishing industries have 
begun to include works by Chicana women. “Chicano writers are no 
longer struggling as they once were to penetrate the American literary 
iron curtain; they have come to realize that their only viable outlets for 
their works are those they create for themselves” (New Voices 11). 
 
As Chicano writers are increasingly aware of their voice, the power of 
the pen, and the persuasive feature of the publishing industry, so also 
must we be aware of our responsibilities as teachers and thinkers. 
 

 
 

Conclusions 
 

“So unwittingly we did create some sort of canon by the mere selections of 
texts. But beyond that, I hope the anthology has enabled students and 
scholars to find a place in which to start, to fill in the missing and invented 
spaces, to discover new writers and texts, and to recognize the inventive 
writing worlds that they inhabit” (Rebolledo 38).  
 
The anthology was established as a popular collecting hobby that 
expanded to become a literary print genre with a significant impact on 
canon formation and the recognition of various types of literature. 
 
The elaboration of the anthology requires and produces a specific type of 
reading and public reception that concludes with the formation of its 
literary canon.  
 
The 30 anthologies included in this study show that the Mexican-American 
anthology is still in a process of recovery of its past and the emancipation 
of its voice in the country where it was formed.  
 
While the anthology has served to develop literary fields like Chicano 
literature, in the classroom it is not a genre that fits all. 
 
However, the anthology has served a very important need; it not only has 
established and dispersed Mexican-American literature, but it has also 
formed its canon.  
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