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ABSTRACT 

This study explores how Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men negotiate and navigate 

dehumanization and rehumanize themselves through the development of a cultural consciousness 

based on Indigenous frameworks and epistemologies that emphasize healing, socio-political 

teachings, and dialogue. Specifically, it focuses on a contemporary community-based group—the  

Círculo de Hombres in San Diego—that is part of the Izcalli (a Nahuatl word that translates to 

“the House of Re-awakening”) non-profit organization, who helps young and older men cope 

with the intergenerational traumas that result from colonization by (re)connecting them to their 

Indigenous culture. By exposing them to Indigenous-based frameworks, men of this cultural 

group heal and rehumanize themselves through Maya-Nahua Indigenous-based concepts and 

teachings. Consequently, the intent of my work is to highlight how men of this cultural group 

move from a position of dehumanization to re-humanization through Indigenous-based 

pedagogies.  

The second chapter describes my Freirean pedagogical framework that highlights 

liberatory possibilities for Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men. I argue that Freire’s concept 

of liberatory praxis facilitates the process of re-humanization as men move away from the 

mechanisms of dehumanization. Next, I provide a brief literature review on how these concepts 

emerge. I then address the Indigenous-based pedagogies that men engage in. I argue that this 

allows men to transform themselves and their community through Maya-Nahua concepts of their 

maíz-based culture.  

The third chapter describes the methodology of my project—semi-structured interviews 

that were complemented with ethnographic research—and the qualitative methods utilized to 

collect data. To capture the lived experiences of the men from the Círculo de Hombres in San 
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Diego, 50 Chicano, Mexican and Indigenous men from the ages of 21 to 74 were men recruited 

to participate in the study. The recruitment process was primarily based on their years of 

experience in the program with a heavy focus on those who had participated in it the longest, 

especially those who joined circa 1998. However, new members of this group were also 

recruited. Essentially, this study aimed for men telling their own stories, using their own voices. 

The fourth, fifth, and sixth chapters report the findings and themes that emerged from the 

interviews with the 50 men. The main themes of this study were: change through dialogue, 

Indigenous spirituality, and social justice. Specifically, 94% of the men indicated that the Círculo 

de Hombres changed them, 92% of the men maintained that their views on spirituality changed 

because of their involvement in the program, and 84% of the men became interested in social 

justice issues because of their participation in the group. 

The seventh chapter provides a discussion of the findings. The Círculo de Hombres plays 

a pivotal role in transforming the lives of Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men through 

Indigenous-based pedagogies rooted in ongoing dialogue and a social justice orientation. As men 

learn to reconnect with their Indigenous-based culture through ceremonies, men not only 

rehumanize themselves and move away from practices associated with dehumanization but also 

learn to heal from their traumas and find balance. Implications and final remarks are discussed in 

the concluding chapter. The hope of this study was to highlight the processes associated with re-

humanization and re-Indigenization, in relation to ceremonies, emphasizing how men how 

transformed their themselves and their communities. 
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CHAPTER 1:  

BACKGROUND, PURPOSE, AND OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY 

While scholars in the field of Chicana/o Studies generally observe the years of 1848 and 

1519 as to when the discipline and the history of Chicana/o, Mexican, and Indigenous peoples 

originated, in Our Sacred Maíz is Our Mother: Indigeneity and Belonging in the Americas, 

Rodriguez (2014) rejected the historiography associated with these dates. According to 

Rodriguez (2014), the seven-thousand-year old story of sacred maíz or corn (centeotzintli) 

framed the history of the North American continent and it has continued to shape the ethnic 

identities of maíz-based cultures in the United States (Rodriguez, 2014, 2017). Focusing on 

Indigeneity and belonging in the United States, Rodriguez (2014, 2016) demonstrated how 

Chicana/o, Mexican, and Indigenous peoples have been victims of an (un)intentional erasure of 

their traditional cultures, languages, and histories. 

Despite the colonial disruptions that have taken place against Maya-Nahua or maíz-based 

peoples in the North American continent, the story of maíz has continued to inform the lives of 

Chicana/o, Mexican, and Indigenous peoples for 7,000 years (Rodriguez, 2014, 2017). Like other 

Indigenous and de-Indigenous—those who have been stripped away of their Indigenous culture, 

language, history, religion—Chicana/o, Mexican, and Indigenous peoples have survived the 

invasion of the Spanish and U.S. Empire and the ongoing intergenerational traumas associated 

with these events (Rodriguez, 2014, 2017). As Spanish and Euro-Americans attempted to 

eradicate the maíz story, its teachings survived and have continued to resonate with peoples of 

maíz-based cultures (Rodriguez, 2014, 2017). Rooted in a Maya-Nahua worldview, maíz-based 

teachings resonated with de-Indigenized peoples because they addressed the question of “what it 

is to be human” (Rodriguez, 2014, p. 175). Consequently, Maya-Nahua philosophical concepts, 
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being part of a 7,000-year-old narrative, not only offered a decolonial narrative and a non-

Western framework, but also informed the spirituality and social justice orientations of maíz-

based peoples in the United States. 

The purpose of this study is to examine how Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men 

rehumanize themselves through the development of a cultural consciousness based on 

Indigenous-based pedagogies that emphasize healing, socio-political teachings, and dialogue. 

This study focuses on a local contemporary community-based group, the Círculo de Hombres in 

San Diego, that is part of the Izcalli (a Nahuatl word that translates to “the House of Re-

awakening”) non-profit organization. Embodying a healing circle (Ginwright, 2016), this 

program helps young men and older men cope with the intergenerational traumas that resulted 

from colonization by (re)connecting them to their Indigenous culture (Rodriguez, 2014). By 

exposing men to Maya-Nahua teachings and ceremonies, this allows men to engage in the 

process of re-humanization and to adopt traditional cultural values and heal (de Jesús Acosta, 

2007; Rodriguez, 2017).  

Community-based interventions or programs that address resiliency and optimal coping 

strategies for men of color who have dealt with present or past intergenerational trauma facilitate 

the process of re-humanization (de Jesús Acosta & Ramos, 2016; Estrada, 2009; Ginwright, 

2016; Gonzales, 2012; National Compadres Network, 2017; Rodriguez, 2013; Romero, 2016). 

As a result, my study is intended to highlight how a community-based group in the present 

utilizes Indigeneity to address practices associated with dehumanization, such as street gangs, 

criminalization, and self-destructive behaviors. First, I examine how Chicano, Mexican, and 

Indigenous peoples have been historically dehumanized since the invasion (Rodriguez, 2017). 

Second, I not only address how this population has been historically criminalized, but also how it 
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is criminalized by gang injunctions in the present. Thus, this project aims to capture the voice of 

men who have been exposed to hegemonic forms of dehumanization, highlighting how they 

assert their humanity through a positive ethnic identity and transform their lives and their 

communities.  

Background: The Disruption of Maíz-based Cultures 

The “discovery” of the so-called New World by the Spanish disrupted the continuity of 

maíz-based stories in the North American continent and this resulted in the loss of history, 

values, and culture (Rodriguez, 2014). According to Acuña (2015), “Spain imposed a caste 

system based on race in accordance to whiteness being superior” (p. 24). Within this caste 

system of whiteness, Indigenous people were not only relegated to the lowest margins of the 

social order, but this hegemony was also maintained through a “white racial framework,” a 

worldview that utilized ongoing stereotypes, ideologies, and stories that discriminated non-

whites (Feagin, 2013, p. 3). During the 16th Century, European historians also created false 

narratives that demonized Indigenous peoples as “savage and violent” (Gómez-Quiñones, 2011, 

p. 15). Through what Gómez-Quiñones (2011) referred to as Aborigenism, Europeans created an 

anti-Indigenous ideology that reflected the biases against Indigenous peoples while upholding 

imperialism. As Indigenous peoples were labeled pagans for not being Christians and 

stigmatized as “uncivilized,” the dispossession of their lands and the exploitation of their labor 

were justified through the Doctrine of Discovery (Gómez-Quiñones, 2011; Rodriguez, 2016). 

Consequently, the narratives of de-Indigenized peoples have been displaced for 500+ years, and 

this silencing has resulted in intergenerational forms of trauma for Chicano, Mexican, and 

Indigenous peoples (Acuña, 2015; Estrada, 2009; Perez, 2003; Rodriguez, 2014). 
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The (un)intentional erasure of maíz-based cultures by Spanish and Euro-American 

colonization caused Chicana/o, Mexican, and Indigenous peoples to lose connection with their 

Indigenous-based stories and loss of connection with their traditional cultures. In Occupied 

America: A History of Chicanos, Acuña (2015) stated: 

History could either liberate or oppress a people. Generalizations and stereotypes have 

circulated in the United States for over [172] years portraying Mexicans as “the enemy.” 

The tragedy is that the myths have degraded the Mexican people–not only in the eyes of 

those who feel superior, but also in their own eyes. (p. xv)  

As history in the United States was not told in the interests of Mexicans, but in the 

interest of the dominant ruling class, stereotypes that misrepresented the Mexican culture led to 

further degradation. As narratives that have continued to depict Mexican people as the enemy or 

foreigners in the U.S. were circulated in society, this facilitated for them to be treated as second-

class citizens or as a colony within the U.S. (Acuña, 2015; Muñoz, 2007; Rodriguez, 2014; 

Sánchez, 1940). As myths that dehumanized de-Indigenized peoples were replicated, this also 

caused Mexicans to internalize their oppression and feel inferior in their own eyes. Thus, the 

experiences that Chicana/o, Mexican, and Indigenous peoples have had with colonization caused 

them to embody external and internal forms of oppression and some of them learned to view the 

members of their own community through the eyes of the oppressor. 

Chicana/o, Mexican, and Indigenous peoples have never ceased resisting the 

misrepresentations of their cultures, especially when they were deemed as inferior (Rendon, 

1971). Stereotypes against Mexicans originated in the 1830s and 1840s, prior to the Mexican 

American War, and Euro-Americans became associated with whiteness and privilege (Acuña, 

2015; Martínez, 1999; Paredes, 1958; Rodriguez, 2014). According to Martínez (1999), “The 
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frontier myth embodied the nineteenth-century concept of Manifest Destiny, a doctrine that 

served to justify expansionist violence by means of intrinsic racial superiority” (p. 45). 

Accordingly, white supremacists’ ideologies led to the Mexican American War and conflict 

based on race or ethnicity persisted, even after the creation of the U.S.-Mexico International 

Border (Paredes, 1958). While the invention of a border created an us versus them attitude 

between Anglos and Mexicans (Martínez, 1999), the concept of Mexicans being “foreigners” 

also emerged during this period (Paredes, 1958, p. 15). Using the printing press as a propaganda 

tool, Anglo-Americans continued to characterize Mexican Americans as cruel, cowardly, 

treacherous, degenerate, inferior, un-American, and unequal to “special” men like the Texas 

Rangers (Paredes, 1958, pp. 15-16). From these socio-political and cultural divisions, Euro-

American historians throughout the 19th and 20th centuries fabricated “legends” and continued 

to spread stereotypes against Mexican Americans (Paredes, 1958, pp. 17). Hitherto, not only 

have Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous peoples have always challenged the misrepresentations 

of their cultures but also pointed out the contradictions of U.S. colonialism and empire. 

 Within this context, the narratives of Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous peoples have 

always been silenced and/or suppressed in this continent (Acuña, 2015; Martínez, 1999; Paredes, 

1958; Rodriguez, 2014). As these populations and their stories are framed as not belonging in the 

U.S. and they continue to be advanced by historians, government officials, and the media, this 

facilitates for them to be treated as second-class citizens in the current social order (Acuña, 2015; 

Muñoz, 2007; Rodriguez, 2014; Sánchez, 1940). Hence, as the social positions and stratification 

of Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous peoples continue to be further marginalized in society, this 

facilitates for them to experience multiple forms of oppression and dehumanization (Freire, 

2000; Garcia-Coll et al., 1996).  
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Dehumanization 

In the Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire (2000) argued that humanization has always 

been a central concern for humans and this problem led to the acknowledgment of 

dehumanization. Realizing the depth of their dehumanization, humans inquired if humanization 

was achievable and though this task was negated to the them, this negation by dehumanization 

reaffirmed the vocation of humanization (Freire, 2000). In other words, as the oppressed yearned 

for humanization and to cease being treated as objects or things, the exercise of abuse and cruelty 

by the oppressor prevented the oppressed from achieving this vocation (Freire, 2000). Freire 

stated, “This struggle is possible only because dehumanization, although a concrete historical 

fact, is not a given destiny but the result of an unjust order that engenders violence in the 

oppressors, which in turn dehumanizes the oppressed” (Freire, 2000, p. 44). Given that 

dehumanization was the result of an unjust social order that was predicated on violence and 

carried out from the oppressor to the oppressed, dehumanization affected both groups.  

Within Chicana/o, Mexican, and Indigenous communities, nowhere was Freire’s 

description of dehumanization more noticeable than it was for marginalized young men (i.e. 

street gang members) who embodied the oppressor’s view. The myths that were circulated by the 

oppressor resulted in the oppressed adopting the oppressors’ values and worldview and 

eventually, they started imitating and following the oppressor’s actions (Carrillo, Goubaud-

Reyna, Martinez, and Tello, 2007; Freire, 2000). According to Carrillo, Goubaud-Reyna, 

Martinez, and Tello (2007), as the oppressed faced oppression, their anger became misplaced, 

and they then reproached or blamed others about these ills and thus, blamed the oppressed as the 

oppressor did (p. 32). Additionally, from a Freirean perspective, Chicano, Mexican, and 

Indigenous men engaged in the pedagogy of the oppressed, through being a racial minority, and 
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the pedagogy of the oppressor, through being male. Freire maintained that, “As the oppressors 

dehumanize others and violate their rights, they themselves also become dehumanized.” (2000, 

p. 56). In other words, people who dehumanized others, also dehumanized themselves because 

denying the humanity of others was equivalent to denying the humanity of oneself. As 

dehumanization begets dehumanization, the struggle for re-humanization was also a vocation 

that could never be negated (Freire, 2000). Thus, when the oppressed identified with the 

oppressor who threatened and abused their community, some members of the oppressed began to 

act with aggression against other oppressed people (Carrillo, Goubaud-Reyna, Martinez, and 

Tello, 2007; Freire, 2000). 

As noted by Freire (2000), dehumanization must be understood on both ontological and 

historical levels. According to Rodriguez (2016), historically, not only did the systematic 

dehumanization of Indigenous peoples in the Western Hemisphere began in 1492 after the arrival 

of Columbus, but there has also been a “500-year de-Indigenization scheme” against maíz-based 

peoples (p. 6). Indigenous peoples were perceived as less than human or sub-human and thus, 

they were dehumanized and subjugated on the basis of race/ethnicity through white supremacist 

ideologies, causing some of them to internalize the oppressor’s gaze (Acuña, 2015; Bonilla-

Silva, 2001; Freire, 2000; Gómez-Quiñones, 2011; Mills, 1997; Rodriguez, 2016). On an 

ontological level, the external and internal oppression that has been experienced by Chicano, 

Mexican, and Indigenous men must be understood as the direct outcome of surviving 500+ years 

of colonialism and empire in the U.S. (Acuña, 2015; Grande, 2004; Rodriguez, 2014). As a 

result, combining the disruption of maíz-based cultures by the invasion and the historical and 

contemporary forms of criminalization of the Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous communities 

demonstrates that the dehumanization of these peoples remains. 
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Street Gangs and Criminalization  

Mexican American male groups in their communities started being labeled as “gangs” by 

sociologists during the 1920s (Moore, 1991). In Going Down to the Barrio, Moore (1991) argued 

that the Zoot Suit Riots of 1943 were America’s first “moral panic,” an outbreak of fear usually 

beginning with exaggerated reports from law enforcement with the help of the media (p. 1). 

Zoot-suiters or pachucos originated in a “climate of hysteria” when the U.S. was fighting in 

World War II and Anglos in Los Angeles perceived the second generation of Mexican 

immigrants as a gang problem (Moore, 1991, p. 1). After the famous Sleepy Lagoon Case, in 

which 22 Mexican American youths were arrested for conspiracy on the murder of a young 

Chicano, the radio and printing press publicized the so-called dangers of zoot-suit gang members 

and more than 600 Mexican Americans were arrested by police (Moore, 1991). When authorities 

took preventative measures toward anyone wearing a zoot-suit, bloody confrontations occurred 

between Anglo military service men, pachucos (zoot-suiters), and zoot-suiters who were not 

gang affiliated (Moore, 1991). Moore stated, “It appeared that the zoot-suit panic had very little 

to do with the violence and criminality of young Mexican-American men, and a lot to do with 

how Anglos saw Mexicans in Los Angeles” (1991, p. 2). As Mexican Americans were excluded 

from participating in many aspects of U.S. society, youth created their own subculture that 

reflected their own social values and norms and were repressed for it (Alvarez, 2008; Vigil, 

2002). The second generation of Mexican immigrants created their own unique subgroup that 

incorporated both Mexican and American cultures in order to cope with their adaptation in the 

barrio (Vigil, 2002). Simultaneously, as the gang label did not exist previously, Anglos labeled 

Chicanos as a gang problem. Also, Anglos started dehumanizing them as a social group through 
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ideologies that perceived this population as deviant and a threat to the values and interests of 

society (Hall et al., 1978). 

Amidst the War on Drugs by the Reagan Administration, the second moral panic took 

place in the 1980s and it centered on street gang members of color (Marable, 2007; Moore, 

1991). Whereas there were only 36 stories reported by the Los Angeles Times that covered street 

gangs and violence in the late 1970s, by the late 1980s, there was 267 stories that focused 

primarily on Black street gang members (Moore, 1991). After Karen Toshima was murdered in 

the affluent community of Westwood Village, there was a series of street gang sweeps in the 

Black community of South-Central Los Angeles that led to the criminalization, harassment, and 

repression of males of color (Davis, 1992; Moore, 1991). According to Davis (1992), Operation 

Hammer of the Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) resulted in the mass arrest of 1,453 

youth of color and hundreds more having their personal information entered in a street gang 

intelligence database to be surveilled in the future. As males of color were racially profiled and 

policed through the methods of stop-and-frisk in their neighborhoods, this resulted in their 

violation of their civil rights as they were treated as criminals (Muñiz, 2015). When this 

discourse was challenged by the American Civil Liberties Union for being motivated by racism 

and classism, LAPD’s Chief Gates not only justified the heavy police presence and harassment, 

but also affirmed arresting people for “inconsequential” things (Davis, 1992, p. 284). Further, the 

Chief of the District Attorney’s Hardcore Drug Unit argued that the community of South-Central 

Los Angeles was equivalent to Viet Nam, a warzone. In sum, America’s second moral panic 

resulted in members of the Black and Chicano community being labeled as urban terrorists and 

criminals and for policymakers passing legislation, such as the Street Terrorism Enforcement and 

Prevention (STEP) that strictly targeted these groups (Davis, 1992; Moore, 1991).  
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The so-called gang problem associated with Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men 

cannot be separated from how these social groups and their communities are criminalized and 

regulated by policies that solely target them. According to Hall et al. (1978), moral panics were 

the direct result of societal experts labeling certain groups of people who they deemed as a threat 

and with the assistance of the media, they created categories of knowledge based on fear in order 

to regulate and police these populations. Moral panics were the result of societal fears and 

because their crises reflected the threat that undesirable populations posed to the social order, 

they needed to be perpetually regulated and policed (Davis, 1992; Foucault, 2003; Hall et al., 

1978). Within a modern context of the criminalization that has been ongoing against Chicano, 

Mexican, and Indigenous populations in Southern California, from 1987-2020, gang injunctions 

not only have reflected how authorities have managed a so-called crisis, but such methods also 

take a wide sweeping approach to limit the autonomy and dehumanize specific populations by 

taking their rights away.  

The Larger Context of Gang Injunctions  

Gang injunctions in Southern California reflected some of the biased policies based on 

race/ethnicity and class that were enacted under the Reagan Administration, which 

disproportionally affected people of color. Marable (2007) argued that the years 1981-1989 

marked a “historical turning point” in how law enforcement agencies managed the concept of 

race (p. 3). Under the Reagan Administration, the U.S. Federal Government urged the Justice 

Department to become “more aggressive” in combating urban crime and this led to police 

agencies racially profiling communities of color and making more arrests (Marable, 2007, p. 4). 

In other words, as the War on Drugs was escalated by the Reagan Administration, this created a 

crisis against street gangs (Evans, 2008). Rather than ameliorating the systemic issues of what 
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causes street gangs to emerge, such as the loss of jobs, institutional racism, and discrimination, 

federal authorities enacted neoliberal policies, which eroded social and educational programs that 

helped working-class and poor communities of color, and increased policing and surveillance 

that caused these populations to go to jail and/or prison in greater numbers (Cammarota, 2008).  

Despite crime going doing, gang injunctions emerged in the State of California during the 

beginning of the prison boom that took place in the early 1980s and was the direct result of 

political economies being in a state of crisis (Gilmore, 2007). As jobs were lost to overseas 

companies in the global market during the early 1980s, illicit economies also emerged in urban 

spaces and leaders created public policies that targeted drugs and/or gangs, and this resulted in 

harsher sentences and the building of more prisons (Alexander, 2012; Gilmore, 2007; Hall, 

1997). Policies like gang injunctions not only reflected the “awkward position” of the courts and 

law enforcement agencies because they needed to appease the public who believed that 

authorities needed to over-use their power and enforce laws to the point where they infringed the 

civil rights of some of citizens, but they also needed to extend the mechanisms of the prison 

system into civil society as gang injunctions managed these populations in public spaces 

(Sanchez Jankowski, 1991, p. 264). According to Gilmore, 60% of the prison population came 

from the five Southern California counties of Los Angeles, Orange, Riverside, San Bernardino, 

and Ventura. If added to Gilmore’s analysis, the County of San Diego would increase the prison 

population for this region and these six counties have street gang injunctions under their 

jurisdictions. An examination of the forty-five gang injunctions of Los Angeles County, fifteen 

in Orange County, four in Riverside County, five in San Bernardino County, two in Oxnard 

County, and twenty in San Diego County revealed that gang injunctions only existed in Black 

and Latino communities, and they only targeted Black and Latino street gang members (Los 
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Angeles Police Department, 2020; Orange County District Attorney, 2015; San Bernardino 

County District Attorney, 2011; San Diego County District Attorney Office, 2020; Wesson, 

2016; Ventura County District Attorney, 2020).  

On March 15, 2018, cities throughout Southern California were prohibited from 

enforcing almost all gang injunctions after it was ruled by a federal judge. In a 22-page court 

order, Chief U.S. District Judge Virginia A. Phillips wrote that American Civil Liberties Union 

was likely to demonstrate that the due process of people was violated because they were unable 

to get an opportunity to challenge gang injunctions in court (Queally, 2018). As most gang 

injunctions originated in the 1980s and 1990s, this was the first time that their enforcement was 

blocked (Queally, 2018). Also, law enforcement agencies continue to argue that they are 

effective tools for improving the safety of neighborhoods because they curb the issues of drug 

dealing and violent crimes associated with street gangs (Queally, 2018). In sum, the barring of 

enforcing gang injunctions validated the position of the American Civil Liberties Union and 

other critics as they always argued that that they were unconstitutional because their methods 

violated the right of due process. However, whereas the names of most individuals were 

removed, some individuals remained on them because law enforcement agencies, as of 2020, still 

have gang injunctions listed on their websites though modifications have occurred.  

Gang Injunctions and Dehumanization 

The gang injunction safety zones—the specific geographical locations that documented 

gang members cannot engage in everyday-like behaviors—throughout Southern California could 

be conceptualized as visible and invisible domestic boundaries that district attorneys, police 

agencies, and the courts created to target specific street gang members in specific neighborhoods 

of color. Because gang members were viewed as criminals who have pledged allegiance to a 
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political association other than the U.S. government, documented gang members were deemed as 

disposable bodies that should be targeted and further criminalized. Despite white gangs also 

existing throughout these regions, some of which perhaps were even more “dangerous” because 

some of their members possessed military and/or police training, gang injunctions in Southern 

California only targeted Black and Latino street gangs (American Civil Liberties Union, 2010). 

Although the state had a “Petition for Removal from Gang Injunction,” this process made it 

difficult for a member to remove his or her name from a gang injunction because an individual 

could not have been convicted of a violent felony in the past 10 years, remained out of custody 

and suffered a criminal conviction in the past five years (excluding traffic violations), and no 

activity demonstrating loyalty or membership in a street gang in the past 5 years (San Diego 

District Attorney Office, 2020). As noted by Rios (2011), such “social incapacitation” was a 

form of “social death” (pp. 159-160), further solidifying crime as part of the identity of the 

individual and making it that much more difficult for them to transform or for their community 

to see them in a new light. Thus, “safety zones” not only racially profiled and oppressed specific 

individuals residing in specific spaces, but they also negatively impacted other people of these 

communities because all members of a community were presumed as suspects when a gang 

injunction was found in their neighborhood.   

The systematic form of criminalization created by gang injunctions resembled what Rios 

(2011) termed the “youth control complex,” a ubiquitous form of criminalization that young men 

experienced in all facets of society that treated their everyday-like behaviors as deviant. While 

Rios (2006) expected for authorities and criminal justice institutions to hyper-criminalize youth 

of color, he was shocked that youth felt they were also criminalized by non-criminal justice 

institutions, such as community centers, schools, and their own families. Whereas non-criminal 
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justice institutions had traditionally been deemed as more “nurturing,” Rios (2006) observed that 

they were buying into the rhetoric and practices of punishment that were championed by the state 

and this non-traditional convergence had devastating impacts on youths of color as they became 

“ticking time bombs” (p. 50). Again, further emphasizing the need for community spaces that 

were homegrown to facilitate and nurture over time the transformation of men, particularly 

former street gang members. Like gang injunctions, the youth control complex made it almost 

impossible to escaping such hyper-criminalization, especially when young men were in the 

“pipeline” of education to mass incarceration (Rios, 2009). Moreover, for men who keep getting 

arrested resulted in trauma and thus, creating a multi-layered context of need for programs to 

rehumanize them and to emphasize the positive roots of their ethnicity that are not negative, 

deficit or criminal. 

Rios (2009) added that the interactions that males of color had with police, detention 

facilities, and probation officers resulted in the state being complicit in their hyper-

criminalization and the reinforcement of hypermasculinity. Rios (2009) argued that the criminal 

justice pipeline not only expected hypermasculine expressions, but also encouraged norms that 

were at odds with the mainstream forms of masculinity. As a result, males of color got caught up 

in a “double bind” because while authorities encouraged them to be “hardworking,” these 

expectations of compliance and passivity conflicted with expressions of hypermasculinity– 

personal and physical aggression—which enhanced their survival on the streets (Rios, 2009, p. 

153). Rather than becoming hopeless on the streets or be disrespected by authorities who tried to 

“teach” them lessons, often feminizing and brutalizing them, males of color adopted a 

hypermasculinity that guaranteed respect and survival within carceral and urban spaces (Rios, 

2009, p. 157). Yet, this created trouble in other ways – with their families and communities – and 
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this toxic masculinity then dehumanized them in their private spaces and the hypermasculinity, 

which they developed to protect them, also became another obstacle to their transformation, 

humanization, and relationship connections with relatives and peers. While hypermasculinity 

allowed males to resist the dehumanization and criminalization in some forms, it also allowed for 

authorities to continue the practices of racial and class oppression.  

Men of the Círculo de Hombres in San Diego 

The dehumanization of Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous cultures is the manifestation 

of their oppression, stigmatization, and labeling in society. As some of the men of these cultures 

are often targeted in all facets of society, their experiences reflect how their bodies and spaces 

are regulated through biopolitics or biopower, the state sanctioned race and racism that is used to 

marginalize unfavorable populations who are deemed a threat to the social order (Foucault, 

2003; Rios, 2017; Shah, 2011). For this reason, ethnic identity is a core factor that must always 

be addressed when examining the sociopolitical experiences of this population, along with other 

intersectional categories, such as their socioeconomic status (Garcia-Coll et al., 1996), American 

identity (Acuña, 2015; Phinney, Cantu, & Kurtz, 1997; Vigil, 2002) and bicultural stress 

(Romero, Martínez, & Carvajal, 2007). Thus, the focus of this study is not only to understand 

how Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men navigate the hegemony of dehumanization, but also 

how they embody and negotiate Indigenous-based concepts associated with their traditional 

Maya-Nahua cultures as this facilitates their re-humanization.  

Specifically, this study focuses on the experiences of men who are part of the Chicano, 

Mexican, and Indigenous communities of San Diego, highlighting how these populations have a 

long history of activism and resisting the oppression by the conservative republican ruling class 

(Ortiz, 2007). Amidst the continual context of criminalization, especially because two gang 
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injunctions that cover the neighborhoods of Barrio Logan and Logan Heights remain active and 

the safety zones associated with them leave the members of this community susceptible to being 

criminalized, this background is significant for two reasons: first, the Círculo de Hombres from 

the San Diego emerged in the community of Barrio Logan and second, the names of some of the 

men in this study are found on these gang injunctions. As my study aims to capture how men 

move away from dehumanization towards re-humanization, this investigation will focus on how 

the men of this group engage in Maya-Nahua based cultural teachings that they learn from their 

Indigenous or traditional cultures (National Compadres Network, 2017; Rodriguez, 2014, 2017). 

Essentially, community-based program like the Círculo de Hombres take an asset-based 

approach when addressing the issues of the men from these communities (Saleebey, 1996). 

Organizations that emphasized Indigenous and cultural-based teachings are unique in 

addressing the concept of re-humanization. Groups like Barrios Unidos and the National 

Compadres Network utilized what was known as La Cultura Cura (the Culture Cures) 

philosophy to help men find healing and balance (Carrillo, Goubaud-Reyna, Martinez, and Tello, 

2007; de Jesús Acosta, 2007; Tello, 1998, 2019). Regarding La Cultura Cura, de Jesús Acosta 

(2007) stated, “Implicit in this core organizational principle is the notion that restoring cultural 

tradition and values to the people is the essential medicine needed to begin healing what ails the 

youth of America’s barrios” (p. 7). At the core of this philosophy, not only was the restoration of 

lost values and Indigenous-based tradition, but also the concepts of health and wellbeing as this 

philosophy incorporated the framework of medicine and healing using one’s culture. The men 

from the Círculo de Hombres not only adhered to these principles in their process of re-

humanization, but also embodied the fusion of other traditions (i.e. performing ceremonies with 

people from the Manzanita Indian Reservation and the Pascua-Yaqui peoples in Arizona). 
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Hence, the focus of these organizations was to teach men to live in the accordance to the 

traditions of their ancestors and incorporate ceremony in their daily lives and these processes 

were rooted in the concept of re-humanization (Rodriguez, 2012, 2014).   

The Círculo de Hombres not only provided a space for men to engage in spiritual 

practices, such as the sweat lodge ceremonies, but also engaged in what Rodriguez (2014) 

termed the 7Rs. Through an Elder-Youth Epistemology, Rodriguez (2014) maintained that the 

values of respect, reciprocity, relationship, responsibility, regeneration, resistance, and resilience 

lead to what he called resistance/creation. Rodriguez (2014) wrote, “The political battles, the 

protests, marches, and rallies: that is the resistance part of resistance/creation. The creation 

aspect of it I see in our [ceremonial] runs, and the philosophical core that undergirds [Mexican 

American Studies]” (p. 175). As the men of the círculo participated in the creation of 

ceremonies, reconnecting with their spirits, they were also resisting dehumanization practices 

that jeopardized their humanity. For example, the Círculo de Hombres taught men the following 

values—that a man keeps his word; he does not hurt others; he takes responsibility for his 

actions; and that he is a positive example for others. Not only were these values consistent with 

the 7Rs but the men were also taught that they had a sacred purpose and to live their life in 

ceremony (Medina, 2014; Rodriguez, 2014; Tello, 2019). Thus, all these concepts constituted 

engaging in practices of re-humanization.   

From Dehumanization to Re-humanization 

Community-based interventions or programs that offered resiliency and optimal coping 

strategies for young men of color who were exposed to the street gang culture and/or the justice 

system were in existence during the Zoot Suit Riots of 1943. For example, Muñoz (2007) 

mentioned two distinct organizations that assisted this population. The first program was the 
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Mexican-American Movement, Inc. (MAM) that was created in 1942 by Mexican American 

leaders who participated in the Americanization project of the Young Men’s Christian 

Association (YMCA) who intended to pass on the belief of democracy, Protestant ethics, and the 

virtues of capitalism (Muñoz, 2007). After the Zoot Suit Riots of 1943, however, these leaders 

decided to address the “pachuco [zoot suiter] problem” by taking an interventionist approach and 

critically examining the systemic issues of poverty, segregation, discrimination, and racism 

(Muñoz, 2007, p. 51). Thus, the MAM taught the Mexican American Generation of the 1950s to 

fight for social justice, but their assimilationist politics were not aligned with those of the 

Chicano Movement (Muñoz, 2007).  

The second program was the Brown Berets and this paramilitary organization not only 

resembled the Black Panther Party, but also recruited former gang members and pintos or ex-

convicts during the late 1960s and early 1970s (Muñoz, 2007). As the Brown Berets became the 

largest radical non-student organization that defended the Chicano community from police 

repression, it became heavily targeted by law enforcement agencies and COINTELPRO, 

counter-intelligence operations run by all three governments who sought to neutralize them 

(Muñoz, 2007). Up till now, there has been many community-based programs that have served 

populations who have been exposed to the street gang culture and/or criminal justice system. 

Whereas some groups take a secular or religious approach to assist these populations, much of 

what is missing from the literature is from those who take an Indigenous-based approach to assist 

young Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men to engage in the process of re-humanization.  

During the Chicana/o Movement of the 1960s and 1970s, Chicana/o elders reconnected 

with their Maya-Nahua culture, and began teaching younger generations about their traditional 
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Indigenous ways (Rodriguez, 2014, 2017). Despite losing contact with maíz-based stories that lead 

to their de-Indigenization, Rodriguez (2014) stated: 

Yet, in this country, a generation ago, elders from the Nahua-Maya oral tradition began 

teaching Chicanos/Chicanas and Mexican and Central American peoples how to read those 

signs again and taught them the stories and the ceremonies. Elder influence, plus the fact 

that Mexicans continue to be treated as aliens in this country, is what makes them amenable 

to these messages. (p. 154)  

Despite their ancestors being Indigenous peoples of this continent, Chicanas/os and 

Mexicans and Central Americans continue to be treated as aliens in their native lands, and as not 

belonging to the United States. Precisely, the dehumanization that de-Indigenized peoples 

continue to experience in the U.S. is what makes them amenable to these messages—ancestral 

stories and narratives. Through the knowledge that Chicanas/Chicanos and Mexican and Central 

American peoples received from the elders who were versed in the Maya-Nahua oral tradition, 

younger generations learned to read those signs again, reconnecting with their traditional stories 

and ceremonies. Thus, for Chicanas/Chicanos and Mexican and Central American peoples who 

do not know about their traditional maíz-based culture, their Maya-Nahua oral tradition and re-

Indigenization offered them the opportunity to (re)connect with ancestral teachings that could 

provide guidance and healing.  

Chicano elders were not only instrumental in teaching younger Chicana/o generations 

about their traditional culture, but they also participated in local community-based spaces that 

facilitated the continuation of Maya-Nahua teachings for younger generations (de Jesús Acosta 

& Ramos, 2016; Montoya, 2015; Rodriguez, 2017). Rodriguez (2014) maintained that activists 

from the American Indian Movement (AIM) not only guided Chicano elders, like Jose Montoya, 
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who participated in the Chicana/o Movement, but after having contact with Maya-Nahua elders, 

Chicanas/os also learned that they shared similar ceremonies and traditions with American 

Indian Movement (AIM) leaders, such as the temezcal or sweat lodge. In conjunction with his art 

and poetry, Montoya’s activism not only helped shaped the Chicana/o Movement on a national 

scale because he marched in the fields with Chavez Chávez (Montoya, 2015), but he also had a 

local impact on community-based organizations, among them was the Circulo de Hombres in 

San Diego, as he held the position of an elder in this group and participated in sweat lodge 

ceremonies with the men of this group. Chicano activists like Jose Montoya served as a bridge 

between the ideals and activism of the Chicano/a Movement and the contemporary anti-

oppression struggles and social justice orientation of the Circulo de Hombres in San Diego 

(Ortiz, 2007). Through elder influence, men of the Circulo de Hombres reconnected with an 

Indigenous-based spirituality through the temezcales or purification ceremonies and maíz-based 

stories and spiritual teachings. Hitherto, the sweat lodge played a pivotal role with the teachings 

that the men of the Círculo de Hombres adhered to and this space symbolized a return to the 

womb of Mother Earth to find healing, balance, and clarity (Rojas Alba, 1996; Facio, 2014).  

The Scope of the Study 

Currently, there is limited research on the experiences of Chicano, Mexican, and 

Indigenous men who move away from dehumanization toward re-humanization using their 

Indigenous-based Maya-Nahua culture. Within this framework, the questions guiding this project 

are:  

• How do the men of the Círculo de Hombres rehumanize themselves through Indigenous-

based pedagogies?  
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• What role does the Circulo de Hombres in San Diego play in transforming the lives of 

men?   

To address these concerns, I interviewed 50 men of the Circulo de Hombres in San Diego in 

different community settings, using a semi-structured procedure that was complemented with 

ethnographic observations, at the location of their choosing and at their monthly and annual 

meetings to highlight the tenets of Indigenization, re-humanization, and transformation. As many 

of the men had been involved with the group from when it originated in 1998, many of their 

experiences were retrospective, yet contemporary, as the aim of this project was to highlight their 

overall experiences and resiliency. While the male group was part of the dual-gendered 

organization of Izcalli, the men and women leaders of the organization thought it was prudent to 

separate men and women according to gender and created both the Círculo de Hombres and the 

Círculo de Mujeres or Cihua Ollin (in Nahuatl translates “movement of women”) so that both 

groups could talk about pertinent issues that were affecting their group more comfortably 

(Izcalli, 2020). Rather than focusing my analysis on the boundless ways in which these men are 

dehumanized, this project sought to capture their transformation and their engagement with the 

processes of re-humanization and re-Indigenization.  

Scholarly Significance of the Study 

Thus, this interdisciplinary study makes two significant scholarly contributions to the 

field of Mexican American Studies, while focusing on the resiliency and re-humanization of 

these populations. Like many organizations and/or groups, such as the National Compadres 

Network (2017) and Barrios Unidos who utilize La Cultura Cura philosophy (de Jesús Acosta, 

2007), as the Círculo de Hombres in San Diego also did, my study adds a new lens to this work 

with a focus on collecting and sharing the men’s perspectives because it focuses on the 
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experiences of 50 men and not necessarily on the community-based program itself. More 

specifically, my study examines how the Círculo de Hombres teaches Chicano, Mexican, and 

Indigenous men how to transform destructive behaviors to more healthy behaviors. As this 

cultural group was founded by insiders of this community or members of the same community it 

served (Durán, 2013; Rios, 2017), Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men learn their own 

traditional history and culture, especially how they connect with Maya-Nahua philosophical 

concepts. Overall, the findings of this study will make a general contribution to investigations on 

the topics of community-based programs who take an Indigenous cultural approach to move 

away from a path of dehumanization towards a path of re-humanization. Indeed, people can learn 

to heal using their traditional culture, engage in Indigenous-based spiritual practices that 

rehumanize them, and utilize a Freirean framework and Indigenous-based pedagogies to engage 

socio-political issues and transform themselves and their community.  

Definition of Key Terms  

Before examining the literature, I offer the following key terms and definitions that will 

be used for my study: 

• Ceremony involves the ways that people show honor, express gratitude, and preserve that 

which is deemed sacred (Gonzales, 2012).  

• Counter-hegemony is defined as alternate, frequently subordinated, ideologies that 

challenge and critique hegemony. Ideologies that are formed by “organic intellectuals” 

and embody resistance (Mariscal & Twohig, 2013, p. 2). 

• Criminalization is the process where styles and actions are deemed as deviant and treated 

with dishonor, rejection, penalty, and imprisonment (Rios, 2011). Criminalization takes 
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place in all facets of civil society and with different institutions, such as schools, family, 

community, the media, and neighborhood (Rios, 2011). 

• Dehumanization involves treating humans as objects and not subjects, robbing them of 

their humanity (Freire, 2000). The treatment of human beings without dignity and 

respect, including exploiting, oppressing, and using violence against them (Freire, 2000).  

• De-Indigenized is hinged in the disruption of a people’s culture, language, and religion 

and there is not a consensus on this term (Rodriguez, 2014). Generally, however, de-

Indigenized peoples do not engage in Indigenous ceremonies and many denounce them as 

being associated with paganism as they embody Christian beliefs (Rodriguez, 2014, p. 

14).  

• Healing was understood as a process that facilitated the restoration of health caused by a 

physical and/or psychological injury or wound (Ginwright, 2016). In this sense, healing 

not only recognizes wounds cause a spiritual, cultural, and psychological injury, but also 

is an intentional process to restore the individual and community to optimum health 

(Ginwright, 2016). 

• Hegemony is the Gramscian concept of hegemony and is understood as the leading 

ideology in society that is created by the ruling class and it centers on the concept of 

consent. Gramsci (1971) argues that social order is maintained through two main 

apparatuses – whereas the civil/private apparatus functions through hegemony, the 

dominant ideology which by consent becomes common sense, the political/state 

apparatus functions through the “coercive power” of the state and “direct domination” (p. 

12). Thus, hegemony is never permanent or completely stable and it is only through 

consent by those who are dominated that it remains intact and thus, it can be changed.  
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• Humanization is grounded in dignity and respect. In Freirean terms, it is in individual 

who embodies being a Subject and not an object. In spiritual terms, a person who lives in 

accordance to values and principles and treats oneself and others as being sacred. 

• Indigeneity is understood in terms of how de-Indigenized peoples were connected to 

maíz-based cultures (Rodriguez, 2014). While the term, historically, was understood in 

relation to language, place, education, and clothing, Indigeneity must be understood in 

relation to ethnicity and behavior and not a physical criterion (Rodriguez, 2014). As the 

term is closely associated with having a relationship with the land in the United States, 

this understanding is problematic because of the historic and ongoing dispossessions of 

peoples’ lands and cultures through colonialism, globalization, and contemporary U.S. 

imperialism (Rodriguez, 2014). Because there is a lack of consensus of this term, 

Indigeneity is associated with people who have pre-Columbian roots in this continent 

(Rodriguez, 2014).  

• Power/Knowledge were not treated separately by Foucault and thus, Hall (1997) also 

grouped “power/knowledge” together (p. 32). Power cannot be discussed without 

addressing the discourses of knowledge that frame it and vice versa.  

• Re-humanization is the social, cultural, spiritual, and political processes that people 

engage in to restore their humanity. Re-humanization strives towards achieving dignity 

and respect and there is an element of transformation associated with it. The process of 

becoming human again.  

• Spirituality is within the trajectory of Traditional Indian Medicine and understood as a 

system of beliefs that focus on intangible forces that convey energy and give meaning to 

occurrences in life (Hollow, 1999).  
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• Street gangs are specific sociopolitical associations and every “gang” has its own 

characteristics. While the contemporary usage of the word “gang” often highlights the 

deviant or violent aspect of them, during the 17th century, the term was used to describe a 

group of people who associated and went about together (“Gang”, 2016). Clearly, the 

term has evolved since then and contemporary scholarship focuses on the problem of 

criminality in association to gangs. The literature suggests that most experts have street 

gangs in mind when discussing the subject matter and the issue of violence is at the heart 

this debate. Typically, a street gang could be whole city or specific geographical 

locations within city (i.e. streets or city blocks). Whereas some scholars examine street 

gangs through a “criminal” or “delinquent” lens, this project takes a nuanced 

understanding of street gangs (Moore, 1991; Rios, 2017; Vigil, 2002).  

Organization of the Dissertation 

 The research on dehumanization of Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous peoples after the 

disruption of their traditional maíz-based culture and the ongoing forms of criminalization 

provides a solid foundation to understand the experiences of these men. Consequently, Chapter 2 

of my dissertation reviews the relevant research as to how Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous 

men engage the process of re-humanization and I introduce the theoretical framework that I 

borrow from Freire. In Chapter 3, I address my methodological approach, data analysis, 

positionality, procedure/data collection, the participants of my study, and specific procedures. 

Chapters 4, 5, and 6 presents three sets of findings that emerge from my data collection. Chapter 

7 covers the discussion of my findings, the limitation, and a conclusion of my study.  

 

 



36 
 

CHAPTER 2: 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

In this chapter, I not only review the anthropological, sociological, criminal justice, and 

Chicana/o Studies literature on the intersections of re-humanization and re-Indigenization, but 

also address Indigenous-based pedagogies. I begin by describing my Freirean pedagogical 

framework that highlights liberatory possibilities for Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men. 

Specific to the issue of the dehumanization of these men of color in the United States, I argue 

that Freire’s concept of liberatory praxis facilitates the process of re-humanization as men move 

away from the mechanisms of dehumanization. Next, I provide a brief literature review on how 

these concepts emerged. I then address Indigenous-based philosophies or Indigenous pedagogies 

that these men engage in. I argue that this allows men to transform themselves and their 

community using the Maya-Nahua concepts of their maíz-based culture and Indigenous-based 

pedagogies. Fundamentally, the experiences of 50 men from a community-based program offer 

solutions as to how to ameliorate systemic issues associated with dehumanization and by 

(re)connecting to their Indigenous-based culture, this facilitates the process of re-humanization in 

the current social order. 

Theoretical Framework 

Liberatory Praxis 

In the Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire (2000) argued that humanization was a central 

concern for human beings and the contemplation of this issue led them to the acknowledgment of 

dehumanization. Realizing the sociopolitical position of being dehumanized, people questioned 

if their humanization was possible and though this task was negated to the them, such negation 

reaffirmed that the vocation of humanization was always a possibility (Freire, 2000). As 
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oppressed people yearned for their humanization and to cease being objectified as things, the 

oppressor prevented the oppressed from achieving this vocation through acts of cruelty and 

abuse (Freire, 2000). Dehumanization was not only the result of an unfair social order where 

violence was carried out from the oppressor to the oppressed, but this condition also affected 

both groups. Thus, the struggle for re-humanization was the objective of the oppressed and this 

struggle had to originate and be carried out by them (Freire, 2000).  

For the oppressed to achieve liberation, Freire (2000) maintained that a pedagogy by the 

them and for them was essential. Additionally, a major task of the oppressed was to create a 

space where they could engage in reflection and explore how they would engage their liberation 

struggle, using “educational projects” which served to organize them (Freire, 2000, p. 54). 

Educational projects served a dual purpose. First, they helped to build their solidarity amongst 

themselves and second, it allowed the oppressed to embody similar beliefs and/or ideologies. 

Unlike educational models where leaders taught as authority figures and dialogue was limited, 

the oppressed established “a permanent relationship of dialogue,” creating a more inclusive and 

democratic space (Freire, 2000, p. 68). Thus, dialogue not only became revolutionary as the 

oppressed contemplated on how to change the social conditions that affected both the oppressed 

and oppressors but also facilitated their re-humanization because the oppressed sought to restore 

the damage that dehumanization and oppression caused them.  

Freire (2000) further argued that the process of humanization was not only permanently 

rooted in dialogue but had to authentically emerge from the convictions of the oppressed. Freire 

stated, “Authentic liberation—the process of humanization—is not another deposit to be made in 

men. Liberation is a praxis: the action and reflection of men and women upon their world in 

order to transform it” (p. 79). In this process of action and reflection or liberatory praxis, the 
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oppressed not only sought to liberate themselves but also their oppressors and the oppressed did 

not attempt to recreate the same systems of oppression that were once used against them (Freire, 

2000). Additionally, through dialogue, the oppressed developed a critical consciousness about 

the world around in order to change it. Freire (2000) maintained that it was impossible to create 

dialogue if one did not love life and people. Freire added, “Only dialogue, which requires critical 

thinking, is also capable of generating critical thinking. Without dialogue there is no 

communication, and without communication there can be no true education” (2000, pp. 92-93). 

As a result, true education was not only rooted in having dialogue and communication with 

others, which generated critical thinking, but also to create this space, loving life and others were 

essential. When men and women engaged in praxis, entering the world as Subjects to transform 

it, they critically engaged and understood the socio-political conditions that had them oppressed 

(Freire, 2000). Thus, a key point of Freire’s pedagogy was for the oppressed to regain their 

humanity, and “co-intentional education” and ongoing dialogue served as a vehicle to do so (p. 

69).   

Shedding light on Freire’s liberatory praxis, Cammarota and Romero (2014) maintained 

that Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed was rooted in the humanistic practices of Jesus Christ. 

Cammarota and Romero (2014) asserted:  

Freire thought that the primary emphasis of education should be to liberate people from 

oppression in order to attain a true sense of themselves as creative and intellectual beings 

who realize and engage the significance of their cultural agency in the world. (pp. 4-5)  

Programs like Raza studies from the Tucson Unified School District in Arizona were not only 

hinged on the Freirean concept that human beings could transform themselves and their socio-

economic and historical conditions, but also that one of the purposes of educational projects was 



39 
 

to liberate people from oppression. Additionally, students learned how to develop a liberatory 

consciousness through praxis. They learned to see themselves as historical agents in the world 

who not only had the ability to change themselves, but also the world around them, making the 

world a more just and beautiful place to live in (Cammarota & Romero, 2014; Freire, 2000).   

Literature Review 

Healing Intergenerational Trauma and Dehumanization 

To extend the literature on the interventions and/or prevention programs that highlight the 

best practices for helping Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous remain resilient and/or successful 

(Huerta Niño, 2016), this project attempts to unveil the voices of 50 who have been exposed to 

the street gang culture and/or criminal justice system and self-destructive behaviors, focusing on 

how they transform their lives and their community. By concentrating on how these men engage 

the process of re-humanization, this project could offer a new paradigm about the story of maíz 

because Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men of the Circulo de Hombres in San Diego are 

rejecting deficit-based narratives that rob them of their humanity. By exploring the complex 

ways that these men adopt or reconnect with their traditional cultures and narratives, this project 

could further highlight how Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men remain resilient from the 

effects of historical trauma and dehumanization (Estrada, 2009; Freire, 2000). 

As members of the Chicana/o, Mexican, and Indigenous communities continued to be 

dehumanized in the U.S. social order, their engagement in self-destructive behavior revealed that 

they continued to deal with the effects of intergenerational trauma and dehumanization (Acuña, 

2015; de Jesús Acosta & Ramos, 2016; Estrada, 2009; Freire, 2000; Gonzales, 2012; Martínez, 

1999; Rodriguez, 2014, 2016). Additionally, some young men felt compelled to join street gangs 

and used drugs and/or alcohol to cope with such marginalization (Vigil, 2002). Because some of 
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these men experienced a type of social death, this displacement resulted in them feeling that they 

lacked a purpose in life, especially when they were perpetually labeled as “gang-associated” 

and/or criminalized in society (Rios, 2011, 2017). While society has continued to target and 

incarcerate males of color in disproportionate numbers (Alexander, 2012; Gilmore, 2007; Rios, 

2017), hitherto, prevention and intervention community-based programs have assisted this 

population of men to navigate and deal with the hegemony of street gangs, criminalization, and 

self-destructive behaviors, practices that are a rooted in dehumanization. Again, this study 

focuses on a community-based program that took a comprehensive preventative and 

interventionist approach to assist Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men. 

Re-humanization, Secular, and Spiritual Programs 

Among the many approaches that existed, including and not limited to secular, religious, 

cultural, and spiritual approaches, or a mixture of these, these programs also took a preventionist 

and interventionist approach to helping Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men, yet they were 

not necessarily tied to the concept of re-humanization. In fact, most of these programs focus on 

prevention of substance use or other types of very concrete issues, such as becoming religious or 

a productive member of society. As a result, identity in conjunction with people’s social position 

and/or goals played a central role in this process, given that these groups helped a very similar 

population.  

While their methods differed from Indigenous-based groups, Alcoholics Anonymous 

(A.A.) and Narcotics Anonymous (N.A.) addressed the concept of spirituality from a secular 

level. According to Hernandez (2013), the founders of Alcoholics Anonymous strategically used 

the conceptions of “God and Jesus Christ in the design of the 12-step program” to create an all-

purpose spirituality framework, where the figure of a “Higher Power” did not directly overlap 
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with Christianity, to avoid the program becoming religious (p. 75). Spirituality, in this secular 

approach, was grounded in well-being and personal growth, unlike the religious focus where it 

was more associated with the bible and traditions of the church (Hernandez, 2013). Thus, despite 

the 12-step program being inspired by the bible, A.A. and N.A. groups grounded their spirituality 

on secularism to avoid its program becoming religious.  

Like A.A. and N.A. groups who assisted Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men in the 

process of re-humanization, groups such as Homeboys Industries took a mixed secular approach 

to assist these populations. Not only was Homeboys Industries, a nonprofit and 

nondenominational group that was created by a Jesuit priest, Father Greg Boyle, to help Chicano 

street gang members to recover from the street gang life, but also assisted them with tattoo 

removals and finding jobs (Flores, 2014; Rios, 2017). The motto of Homeboys Industries was 

that, “Nothing stops a bullet like a job” (Rios, 2017, p. 164). According to Rios (2017), “Having 

a job creates a sense of belonging, hope, opportunity, self-reliance, and transformation” (p. 164). 

By creating a sense of belonging by teaching men skills that allowed them to get employment, 

Homeboys Industries engaged in the process of rehabilitation for a social integration because it 

allowed men to feel a sense of purpose and responsibility or creating a “reformed barrio 

masculinity” (Flores, 2014, p. 14).  

Like Homeboys Industries, church groups such as Victory Outreach were not only rooted 

in an evangelical and Pentecostal faith-based institution but also engaged in the process recovery 

because they helped Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous “exit from gang life” (Flores, 2014, p. 

14). While the secular and religious approaches to help men of color performed spiritual 

practices, the latter engaged in strict religious activities and were rooted in patriarchal codes. For 

example, according to Flores, “Victory Outreach codes masculinity in notions of honor: 
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abstinence, economic stability, and nurturing relationships with women and children” (2014, p. 

18). Thus, as religious group assisted Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men in the process of 

recovery, religious groups approaches were stricter than the secular ones.   

While the end goal of these approaches addressed the concept of re-integration in society, 

becoming clean from drugs and/or alcohol, becoming more spiritual or religious, or re-

Indigenization, the end means of many of these programs, at times, overlapped and/or differed 

drastically, as many of them were rooted on different epistemologies and worldviews. Indeed, 

what distinguished all these groups was how they addressed the concept of spirituality as some 

took a secular, religious, and/or mixed approach. Whereas some groups took a religious or 

secular approach, the men of the Izcalli’s Círculo de Hombres took an Indigenous approach.  

Izcalli and the Circulo de Hombres  

Izcalli was founded with the intent “to transform the lives of Chicana/o and Indigenous 

communities by promoting cultural consciousness through the arts, education, and community 

dialogue” (Izcalli, 2018). In response to a school system that was not meeting the educational 

interests of Chicana/o students, in 1993, young Chicana/o activists created Izcalli, a community-

based organization as a space where young people could learn about their history and culture 

(Izcalli, 2018). Five years later, on November 20, 1998, Chicano and Native American men of 

Izcalli gathered for a three-day weekend retreat at Barrio Station’s Rancho Viva Elena, and they 

created a circle of brotherhood and friendship to help men heal from their communities (Izcalli, 

2018). According to Izcalli’s Co-founder & Executive Director, “A very enriching exchange of 

words feelings, and spiritual energy were shared through discussion, laughter and prayer all 

directed at the many issues facing men today” (Izcalli, 2018). In this retreat, not only did 

Chicano and Native American men of Izcalli created the Circulo de Hombres in San Diego, but 
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also the Circulo de Hombres became part of the National Compadres Network (2017), an 

organization dedicated to strengthening, restoring rebalance, and creating extended kinship 

networks in Chicano, Latino, and Indigenous communities. Hence, inherit within Izcalli and the 

Círculo de Hombres was the Freirean concept of community dialogue.  

The Relevance of the La Cultura Cura Philosophy 

Using Indigenous-based teachings and restorative justice practices, the men of the 

Circulo de Hombres in San Diego incorporated the Indigenous “Compadre” extended family 

system and the ancient practice of fostering dialogue with other men from their community to 

collectively and intergenerationally pass down cultural-based values to younger men and 

rehumanize them (de Jesús Acosta & Ramos, 2016; Freire, 2000; Ginwright, 2016; National 

Compadres Network, 2017). The program of the Circulo de Hombres was not only part of the 

Izcalli non-profit organization, that had its own local network with Indigenous and Native 

American communities in San Diego County and parts of Arizona, but it was also part of the 

National Compadres Network that, among other cultural groups throughout the nation, adhered 

to La Cultura Cura philosophy. According to the National Compadres Network (2017), “La 

Cultura Cura is a transformative health and healing philosophy that recognizes that within an 

individual’s, families and community’s authentic cultural values, traditions and indigenous 

practices exist the pathway to healthy development, restoration and lifelong well-being.” The 

main tenets of La Cultural Cura philosophy were that all humans were sacred; had a sacred 

purpose; had ancestral traditions, values, and wisdom that served as the basis for a person’s 

endless rites of passage; and that everyone needed the guidance of elders, teachers, and 

community that provided them a safe space to grow, learn, and heal (Jesús Acosta, 2016). Thus, 

La Cultura Cura was not only rooted in Indigenous-based philosophies and traditions that 
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encompassed the well-being of the individual and the community, but also was rooted in the 

belief that all living beings were sacred and interconnected with one another.   

The La Cultura Cura philosophy was not only based on Indigenous and/or traditional 

Maya-Nahua principles (Rodriguez, 2017), but its personal and collective elements were 

dedicated to help Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men heal and become productive members 

in society (National Compadres Network, 2017). Like other cultural-based groups that existed in 

the United States, all the programs and/or círculos associated with the NCN guided men, 

connected them with others, their families, and their communities, using the spiritual principles 

and practices of Purpose, Responsibility, Interdependence, Development, and Enthusiasm 

(P.R.I.D.E.) (National Compadres Network, 2017). Some of the men, especially the educators of 

the Circulo de Hombres in San Diego, taught and/or were exposed to the National Compadres 

Network’s El Joven Noble (the Noble Young Man) curriculum that was sanctioned as the only 

Chicano/Latino evidence-based program throughout the nation that utilized Indigenous-based 

leadership development, a rites of passage process, and focused on the prevention of drug use, 

teen pregnancy, relationships and gang violence, and failing in school (de Jesús Acosta & 

Ramos, 2016). In sum, the La Cultura Cura philosophy was also part of the 7,000-year-old maíz-

based story and embodied some of its teachings, such as the concept of In Lak’ech— Tu eres mi 

otro you—you are my other me (de Jesús Acosta & Ramos, 2016; Rodriguez, 2017).  

Indigenous Pedagogies  

Given that the Freirean liberatory praxis framework engages the pedagogical practices of 

transformation and re-humanization, this framework is consistent with Indigenous pedagogies as 

both offer liberatory possibilities from the practices associated with dehumanization. Maya-

Nahua philosophical concepts, which are rooted in the 7,000-year-old maíz-based stories, also 
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address the question of what it means to be human. Therefore, Indigenous-based pedagogies not 

only supplement Freire’s concept of re-humanization, but they are also grounded in decolonial 

frameworks that maintain that human beings are sacred and interdependent (Cordova, 2007; 

Rodriguez, 2014; Tello, 2019).  

Maya-Nahua philosophical concepts are rooted in a decolonial framework and in the 

concept of re-humanization. According to Rodriguez (2014, 2017), Maya-Nahua philosophical 

concepts derived from maíz-based values on the question of “what it means to be human” (p. 

175). Additionally, maíz-based concepts, such as “In Lak’ Ech— Tu eres mi otro you—you are 

my other me; and Panche Be—To seek the root of the truth” (Rodriguez, 2017, p. 1) were not 

only based on an Indigenous worldview, but their narrative also preexisted Western frameworks 

because they are native to this continent (Rodriguez, 2014). These two concepts were central to 

an Indigenous pedagogies because these concepts acknowledged that humans were 

interdependent with all living beings (Rodriguez, 2014). For example, the men often recited the 

In Lak’ Ech poem at the Annual Men’s Gathering when closing ceremonies. Also, as men 

participated in sweat lodge ceremonies, Panche Be was central with the sweat lodge teachings 

because men were informed to find answers within themselves, especially when they were inside 

the womb of Mother Earth (Rojas Alba, 1996; Facio, 2014). Moreover, the concept of In Lak’ 

Ech was consistent with Freire’s concept of humanization because both concepts acknowledged 

the humanity of others and themselves. Whereas Freire stated, “the oppressor, who is himself 

dehumanized because he dehumanizes others” (p. 47), the concept of In Lak’ Ech posited, “You 

are my other me. If I do harm to you, I do harm to myself” (Rodriguez, 2017, p. 1). Thus, the 

concept of re-humanization shared commonalities with this Maya-Nahua philosophical concept, 
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and these concepts adhered to treating others with dignity and respect and having love for others 

as well (Freire, 2000; Rodriguez, 2017). 

Indigenous-based pedagogies were not only grounded in treating other living beings with 

dignity and respect but also rooted in re-humanization and hope. In Red Pedagogy, Grande 

(2004) argued that Red pedagogy served as a mergence between critical educational theory, and 

American Indian scholarship and Indigenous communities. She stated:  

What distinguishes Red pedagogy is its basis in hope. Not the future-centered hope of the 

Western imagination, but rather, a hope that lives in contingency with the past—one that 

trusts the beliefs and understandings of our ancestors as well as the power of traditional 

knowledge. (Grande, 2004, p. 28) 

Consistent with Freire, a key point of Red pedagogy was to empower Indigenous or de-

Indigenized communities, using the teachings and traditions of their ancestors, to raise their level 

of consciousness in the process of re-humanization. As a result, the purpose of a Red pedagogy 

was not only to liberate Indigenous and de-Indigenized future generations from the forces of 

colonialism and empire, but also to give them a sense of hope, using their own stories and 

narratives (Grande, 2004). Unlike the hope of the Western imagination that focused on a future-

centered, where materialism and the means of production are an issue, a Red pedagogy moved 

towards the future while not letting go of the past, honoring ancestral knowledge. As traditional 

knowledge was often passed on through the oral tradition, it too was rooted in dialogue. 

Additionally, a Red pedagogy was grounded on local and tribal epistemologies, issues of 

sovereignty, and “morally inspired” because it viewed the Earth as a living entity (Grande, 2004, 

p. 35). Rather than becoming spiritually dead, through the variant forms of societal oppression, a 

Red pedagogy “reminds us that indigenous peoples have always been peoples of resistance, 
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standing in defiance of the vapid emptiness of the bourgeois life” (Grande 2004, p. 29). As Red 

pedagogy honored ancestral knowledge, living by these principles amounted to the embodiment 

of anti-dehumanization. Thus, a Red pedagogy had a spiritual basis that was hinged in a 

decolonial framework where re-humanization was non-negotiable.    

At the heart of Indigenous pedagogies was the human question and humans were 

understood to be sacred beings. Cordova (2007) argued that all peoples should continuously ask 

themselves three questions—what the world was, what was it to be human, and what role 

humans played in the world—because these questions created peoples’ worldview and were the 

foundation to their actions (Cordova, 2007). To Cordova (2007), all peoples not only had their 

own origin stories and unique perspectives of the world, but an absolute truth was non-existent. 

Unlike the Judeo-Christian paradigm that was dominant in the West and undermined all others, 

Cordova (2007) maintained that all beings were sacred and interconnected. Like Freire’s notion 

that humans were Subjects and not objects, Cordova also believed that human beings were co-

creators of this world and that, “I must be responsible for myself and to others” (2007, p. 157). 

Indeed, as humans were dependent on their environment, they needed to be mindful of how their 

actions affected all creation (Cordova, 2007). In sum, relationships played a central role to 

Cordova (2007) because she believed that human beings needed to be cooperative with each 

other and ensure the survival of all who occupy this planet. Thus, this form of cooperation 

embodied the process of re-humanization because it recognized the sacredness of other beings 

but also guaranteeing that view of sacredness continued.   

Despite Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men being dehumanized in the social order, 

Freire’s liberatory praxis and pedagogical framework offered liberatory possibilities for these 

men. As these men continued to experience the effects of intergenerational trauma, Freire (2000, 
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2007) and Indigenous based pedagogies move away from self-destructive practices and develop 

a critical consciousness about socio-political issues and an Indigenous-based spirituality. A 

Freirean framework and Indigenous-based pedagogies were promising because they 

deconstructed the mechanisms of dehumanization and engaged re-humanization practices that 

facilitate transformation. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODS 

Introduction 

This project utilized a qualitative methods approach with a semi-structured interview 

research analysis that was complemented with ethnography. Specifically, the purpose and 

research question were how Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men re-Indigenized themselves 

through the process of re-humanization. By Indigenization, I mean learning and (re)connecting 

with their traditional maíz-based culture (Rodriguez, 2014). Unlike the religious and secular 

forms of preventionist and interventionist approaches, this interdisciplinary study focused on 

how these men learned to re-connect with their traditional culture and their sacred purpose 

(Medina, 2014; Rodriguez, 2014; Tello, 2019). Specifically, this study sought to explore how 

Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men negotiated and navigated dehumanization and 

rehumanized themselves through the development of a cultural consciousness based on 

Indigenous frameworks and epistemologies that emphasized healing, socio-historical and 

political teachings, and dialogue. Hence, this project utilized a semi-structured interview research 

protocol that was complemented with ethnography to contextualize the practices of re-

humanization that these men learned from Nahua-Maya Indigenous-based teachings, which 

challenged hegemonic Western frameworks and religious and secular forms of re-humanization. 

In this chapter, I discuss my research methodology, semi-structured interview protocol, 

and the methods that were utilized to collect and analyze data. The methods for this study 

included semi-structured interviews with men from the Circulo de Hombres, a cultural group in 

San Diego, California that originated in the community of Barrio Logan. In conjunction with the 

interviews, demographic data was also collected from the men. As part of my ethnographic 

research, I not only completed participant observations and gathered fieldnotes at their monthly 
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meetings and at two Annual Men’s Gatherings, but also engaged in ethnographic participation 

with the group. I officially conducted this research from 2017-2020 (2+ years) after receiving 

approval from the Institutional Review Board (See Appendix A).  

Theoretical Framework and Research Question 

As a reminder, this utilized a Freirean dual framework. Freire’s framework addressed 

how Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men experience dehumanization. As Chicano, Mexican, 

and Indigenous men experienced oppression by authorities in all levels of society, Freire (2000, 

2007) offered possibilities where men could develop a critical consciousness and create a 

positive ethnic identity through dialogue. A Freirean liberatory framework challenged the 

hegemonic forces of dehumanization because it offered the possibility of people transforming 

themselves, partaking in issues of social justice, and making their communities a better place. 

Hence, the research questions guiding this study were: How do the men of the Círculo de 

Hombres rehumanize themselves through their traditional Maya-Nahua concepts? What role 

does the Círculo de Hombres in San Diego play in transforming the lives of men? 

Description of Method 

A semi-structured interview protocol that was complemented with ethnography was 

chosen for this study because it focused on the nuances and subjectivity of people’s lived 

experiences, valued how people created meaning from their existence, and the concepts of Truth 

or truths were always particularly situated and specific to people’s unique perspectives (Ravitch 

& Carl, 2016). Whereas qualitative methods emerged as a critique to the positivist paradigm – 

the perspective which maintained that the social world was governed by universal laws and 

unchanging truths where the researcher was objective and impartial – qualitative research always 

considered the context and/or the contextualization which shaped the understanding of a group, 
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person, experience, or phenomena, being mindful as to how subjectivities influenced researchers 

and their positionality (Ravitch & Carl, 2016). According to Ravitch and Carl (2016), 

“Qualitative research, broadly, is based on the methodological pursuit of understanding the ways 

people see, view, approach and experience the world and make meaning of their experiences as 

well as specific phenomenon within it” (p. 6). Indeed, qualitative methods were not only hinged 

in people’s lived experiences and how they saw the world, but also how they experienced 

specific phenomenon and made interpretations of it. Through these methods, the aim of my study 

was to explore the subjectivity of Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men, paying close attention 

to the role that the Circulo de Hombres played in transforming their lives.  

In this study, I conducted 50 interviews with 50 men of the Circulo de Hombres. Within 

this process, the method of interviewing was used so that men could tell their stories, reflecting 

on their own experience and using their own voices. According to Seidman (2013), “At the root 

of in-depth interviewing is an interest in understanding the lived experience of other people and 

the meaning they make of that experience” (p. 9). By interviewing Chicano, Mexican, and 

Indigenous men about their experiences with the Circulo de Hombres, I learned about their lived 

experience and how they made meaning from their participation in this group. Indeed, 

interviewing was one of many methods that could be utilized to gather data and this method 

allowed researchers to understand the chronology of stories because all stories possess a start, a 

middle, and an ending (Seidman, 2013). To reconstruct the experiences of the men from the 

Circulo de Hombres, I borrowed the interviewing model from Seidman (2013), using open ended 

and in-depth series of a three-interview structure, which covered a focused life history, the 

details of their experience in this group setting, and a reflection of the meaning of their 

experience. Whereas Seidman maintained that researchers ought to solely focus 90 minutes on 
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each part of this three-interview structure, I focused on two elements of this three-part structure. 

Specifically, I focused on the experiences of the men within the Circulo de Hombres and on the 

reflection of their experiences.  

The semi-structured, open-ended, in-depth interviews I completed with the men of the 

Circulo de Hombres in San Diego covered a wide range of topics on how they became involved 

with the group, and how their personal, socio-cultural, socio-political, and social justice views 

changed after their involvement. According to Spradley (1979), “When we examine the 

ethnographic interview as a speech event, we see that it shares many features with the friendly 

conversation. In fact, skilled ethnographers often gather most of their data through participant 

observation and many casual, friendly conversations” (p. 58). Using Spradley’s concept of 

treating the ethnographic interview as a friendly conversation, this method allowed me to make 

participants feel comfortable while simultaneously observing them. Not only were all interviews 

treated as friendly conversations, utilizing small talk or la plática before and after these 

conversations (Marín & Marín, 1991), but I also treated all Circulo de Hombres meetings and 

Annual Men’s Gatherings as speech events because these meetings gave all men palabra or word 

– the platform to speak without interruption, express themselves, and talk from their hearts. 

Additionally, ethnographic observations were conducted in this space and an audio memo was 

completed after every interview.  

 Interview Questions 

For the interview, participants in the study were asked a total of 10 main constructs with 

26 sub constructs so that they would provide details about their stories in relation to the Circulo 

de Hombres in San Diego (See Appendix D for interview questions). The first set of constructs 

were designed for the participants to tell their story as to how they became involved with the 
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group and what they believed the group accomplished. The second set of constructs asked the 

men to discuss how they learned about the Circulo de Hombres and their reasons why they 

joined the group. The third set of constructs were designed for them to discuss their participation 

in the group and for how long they had been involved. The fourth set of constructs inquired the 

men to describe why they stayed in the group, if they ever stopped going, and if the group 

changed them. The fifth set of constructs asked if their views changed and how they changed 

while they were involved in the group within the following areas: drugs and/or alcohol, race or 

ethnicity, fatherhood, spirituality, manhood, and neighborhood. More specifically, the men were 

asked to state their race or ethnicity; if they were fathers; considered themselves spiritual; 

considered themselves machos, men or young men, or gentlemen; and if they resided in the same 

neighborhood from when they joined the Circulo de Hombres.  

The interview constructs in the latter part were intended to capture the socio-political 

experiences of the men and what other men could learn from the group. These sixth construct 

were designed for the men to state what they believed the purpose of the Circulo de Hombres de 

Hombres was. The seventh construct was designed for the men to answer if they believed the 

Circulo de Hombres taught them to resist stereotypes against their ethnicity. The eight set of 

constructs were intended for the men to describe whether their involvement in the group 

influenced them to become more interested in issues of social justice, and if they participated in 

political activities and considered themselves political. The ninth set of constructs asked the men 

what they thought other men could learn from the changes they created or participated with the 

Circulo de Hombres. In the last question of the interview, men were asked if they had anything 

to share and who they believe I should talk to.  

Ethnography 
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To complement the semi-structured interviews, ethnography was also utilized. As the 

basis of ethnography requires researchers to be on-site with the population undergoing study, 

ethnographic methods were chosen to get insight on the experiences of Chicano, Mexican, and 

Indigenous men who engaged in the processes of re-Indigenization and re-humanization. 

Regarding ethnography, Sluka and Robben (2012) stated, “A case-study approach. In-depth 

study of the culture of a people, group, or community. Microanalysis. Particularizing” (p. 4). Not 

only did fieldwork play a central role with ethnographic research, but the researcher deeply 

immersed himself or herself in the life of a people, group, or community (Sluka & Robben, 

2012). While I did not completely immerse myself in the life of this group of people, I sought to 

get as close as possible to the men of the Circulo de Hombres in San Diego to grasp their 

everyday experiences. In conjunction with the interviews I completed, I performed ethnographic 

research during all the activities that the men of the Circulo de Hombres participated in, such as 

the group meetings and the Annual Men’s Gathering. I listened and observed the men, and to 

compliment the interview, I observed their behavior and listened to what they said during these 

events and took extensive field notes at every engagement with the men. As a result, my work 

with the men of the Circulo de Hombres in San Diego must be understood through a “thick 

description,” and the interpretation of cultures involved analysis, interpretation, and making 

meaning of events and experiences (Geertz, 1973). According to Clifford (1990), there were 

three stages in relation to (field)notes: inscription, transcription, and description or thick 

description. Extending Geertz (1973), Clifford (1990) asserted, “Thick description becomes 

contingent description, caught up in history, politics, and the imperfect arts of writing and 

translation” (p. 53). As fieldnotes consisted of writing my interpretation, they were characterized 

by an imperfect subjectivity, bounded by time, politics, and translation. Additionally, 
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ethnographic data, which included contextual factors and different research settings, must always 

be understood as “constructions of other people’s constructions” (Clifford, 1990, p. 68). Thus, 

the method of ethnography allowed me to obtain data from men in different contexts under 

distinct settings.  

Consistent with the tenets of ethnography, which require researchers to directly interact 

with the population undergoing study to best understand their perspectives on social issues, it 

was essential to interact and directly learn from the men of the Circulo de Hombres. According 

to Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (2011), “These two interconnected activities comprise the core 

ethnographic research: firsthand participation in some initially unfamiliar social world and the 

production of written accounts of that world that draw upon such participation” (p. 1). Not only 

were participant observations fundamental in this social process but my role as an ethnographer 

allowed me to write what I saw in a systematic manner. Key in this ethnographic approach was 

to describe and understand the social constructs that were created by this unique group of people 

and understand the meaning of all their social interactions (Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw, 2011). 

Neuman (2011) posited that a major goal of ethnography was for ethnographers to focus less on 

what they observed externally and focus more on what the group of people expressed internally. 

In sum, the aim ethnography was to understand the participants’ perspectives, their connection to 

life, and their worldviews (Malinowski, 2016). 

Interviews and Ethnographic Rationale 

The rationale for the design of analysis was twofold. First, this study aimed to capture the 

lived experiences of 50 Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men who were part of the Circulo de 

Hombres in San Diego; and second, in the tradition of other studies that researched comparable 

populations, this project also performed an ethnographic research approach. Rather than solely 
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focusing on the negative realities affecting this population (i.e. stigmatization, street gang 

violence, etc.), I chose the methodology of interviews and ethnography to highlight how 

Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men negotiated and/or embraced their re-Indigenization 

through maíz-based stories and teachings (Rodriguez, 2014). Through interviews, ethnographic 

participation, participant observation, fieldnotes, and memos, my aim was to capture the role that 

the Circulo de Hombres in San Diego played in transforming the lives of Chicano, Mexican, and 

Indigenous.  

To examine the language, shared culture, and behaviors and beliefs of a group of people, 

interviews and ethnographic approach were chosen to complete this study (Creswell & Poth, 

2018). Due to the limited literature on the Circulo de Hombres in San Diego, I borrowed 

concepts from different ethnographic research to adequately describe the diverse men who 

comprise this group. To understand how Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous males experienced 

dehumanization of the criminalization of the juvenile and criminal justice systems, the “youth 

control complex” that was utilized (Rios, 2011), along with the role that the “gang-associated” 

label played in criminalizing males of colors (Durán 2013; Rios, 2017). For other males who got 

caught up in the juvenile justice and criminal justice systems, the model of “wraparound 

incarceration” was incorporated to highlight the connection between incarceration and the school 

system (Flores, 2016, p. 7). Furthermore, to highlight the harassment and criminalization that 

Latino males faced, who were neither gang associated nor engaged in criminal activity, 

ethnographic research that showed how they were treated as criminal threats by police and civil 

society were also utilized (Cammarota, 2008). 

Moreover, ethnographic research was included to contextualize the men of the Circulo de 

Hombres in San Diego in the literature. To understand the groupings and nuances of the street 
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gang subculture and poverty, the work of Venkatesh (2008) was analyzed to challenge the 

normalization of dehumanization of men of color in research. To shed light on policies which 

resulted in the dehumanization of men of color and their social spaces, urban ethnography was 

also analyzed in the literature to shed light on how police, city prosecutors, and wealthy 

individuals implemented gang injunctions – racialized suppressive policies, which excluded 

working-class people of color from certain neighborhoods and business spaces (Muñiz, 2015). 

Other ethnographies were also analyzed to highlight the resistance to dehumanization by 

Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men as they searched for dignity and respect (Bourgois, 

2003; Kelley, 2014) and the competing forms of masculinities (i.e. the meanings of macho) 

amongst Latino males (Gutmann, 2007). The ethnographic research of Rios (2011, 2017) and 

Durán (2013) were added to the analysis because they were some of the very few scholars who 

not only experienced the process of re-humanization but also became scholars in academia after 

being former street gang members and having been exposed to the criminal and juvenile justice 

systems. Lastly, the work of Tello (2019), which directly addressed the re-humanization of 

Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men through the process of re-Indigenization, was deeply 

engaged as most of the men in this project sought to learn and reconnect with their traditional 

Indigenous culture. 

Despite its critique of being a research field closely associated with a colonial past and 

historically practicing a politics, which contributed to an imperialist domination of non-

Europeans, the methodology of ethnography was chosen to complement the interviews because 

of its potential to offer decolonial possibilities, especially when researched populations who 

became researchers implemented multiple lenses or consciousness (Harrison, 1991). According 

to Harrison (1991): 
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The anthropologist… rooted in a relationship of “organic cohesion” with the studied 

population and in real political solidarity, is well equipped to establish more equal 

relations of ethnographic production as well as construct valid, reliable, and politically 

responsible representations of her/his host community’s sociocultural life. (p. 90)  

In other words, there was a direct relationship with the possibility of enhancing research when 

the investigator came from the same community that he or she represented and his or her goals 

were in tune with the community being researched. As researchers embodied multiple lenses to 

further understand the community they represented, their perspectives were useful to challenge 

the imperialist legacies associated with anthropology, increasing the possibility to making 

ethnographic research be more in tune with the ideals of democracy and liberty equality 

(Harrison, 1991). Rather than engaging in the practices of dehumanization that reinforce logics 

of oppression, I not only embodied Harrison’s notion of decolonizing anthropology and making 

research more accessible to researched populations through my commitment to principles of 

social justice, but my understanding and view of the men who participated in this project was 

treating them as joint participants who simply assisted me in representing their voices.  

Data Analysis 

Analysis  

After the interviews were transcribed, an excel master spreadsheet was created with the 

names and demographic information of participants, along with the initial coding that took place. 

As I went through each line, keywords and phrases were highlighted as “in vivo codes” through 

the participant’s words (Noble & Smith, 2014). With these codes in mind, all interviews were 

then uploaded into the NVivo 12 software program to be further coded and analyzed. 

Considering that research studies aimed to generate theory or build knowledge that described 
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social processes and events, my aim was to produce the narrative that would tell the story of the 

men from the Círculo de Hombres (Taylor, Bogdan, & DeVault, 2016).  

To tell the story of these men, it was not only necessary to identify themes, concepts, and 

create propositions, but also to code the data and refine my understanding about the subject 

matter (Taylor, Bogdan, & DeVault, 2016). Consequently, my ethnographic approach involved a 

thematic analysis, making sure to pay heed to the relationship, differences, and similarities that 

emerged from the data (Ravitch and Carl, 2016). Themes were identified and concepts were 

developed in accordance to Taylor, Bogdan, and DeVault (2016). These authors suggested: 

1. Read and reread your data. 2. Keep track of hunches, interpretations, and ideas. 3. 

Look for themes that occur frequently. 4. Construct typologies. 5. Develop concepts and 

theoretical propositions. 6. Read the literature. 7. Develop charts, diagrams, and figures. 

8. Write analytical memos. (Taylor, Bogdan, & DeVault, 2016, p. 171) 

Indeed, after the data was collected, the analysis and coding of it were inseparable and non-linear 

in nature. As I continued to reflect on the data and created codes, they were often written and re-

written to create better categories, patterns, and “clumps” (Glesne, 2016, p. 135).  

Coding 

Consistent with methodological research, coding was done to developed and refine my 

interpretation of the data (Taylor, Bogdan, & DeVault, 2016). According to Saldaña (2016): 

In qualitative data analysis, a code is a researcher-generated construct that symbolizes or 

“translates” data and thus attributes interpreted meaning to each individual datum for 

later purposes of pattern detection, categorization, assertion or proposition development, 

theory building, and other analytic processes. Just as a title represents and captures a 
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book, film, or poem’s primary content and essence, so does a code represent in capture a 

datum’s primary content and essence. (p. 4) 

Saldaña maintained that coding was generated by the researcher because he or she translated the 

data and interpreted meaning for every aspect of the analytic process. Additionally, like the title 

of a text, which captured the essence and content of it, the coding represented the essence and 

content of every datum. Saldaña (2016) added that the codes were not only essential components 

to tell story of the research project but finding patterns also facilitated the creation of categories. 

While every code represented a concept or main idea (Glesne, 2016), Saldaña (2016) 

admonished to not “code for themes” because a theme could be the outcome from coding and 

was not something that could be coded. Following his model, “lumping,” the expedient form of 

coding and “splitting,” a nuanced form of coding was used in this project (Saldaña, 2016, p. 24). 

Additionally, while there was no standard or strict number of themes achieved, I followed 

Saldaña’s (2016) suggestion of keeping major themes to a minimum to form a more coherent 

analysis and only three were selected. Saldaña maintained that there were many ways to analyze 

data and coding was simply one approach and argued that, “Coding is a heuristic – a method of 

discovery that hopefully stimulates your thinking about the data you have been give and have 

collected” (p. 42). Thus, coding was a method that helped me analyze the data that I collected, 

was useful, and it was appropriate to tell the story of my study.  

To identity major themes from the data, three different coding processes were utilized. 

The first was open coding, which included highlighting and labeling sections of transcripts in 

NVivo (Ravitch & Carl, 2016). After this first round of coding, I then performed axial coding or 

grouping the open coding into thematic clusters (Ravitch & Carl, 2016). From axial coding, I 

finally conducted selective coding, which Neuman (2011) defined as, “The last stage in coding 
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qualitative data that examines previous codes to identify and select data that will support the 

conceptual coding categories that were developed.” (p. 154). Thus, in this last stage of coding, all 

data and codes were compared, and I selectively illustrated the themes that emerge (Neuman, 

2011). Moreover, after selective coding was completed, I utilized the rigorous and accelerated 

data reduction (RADaR) technique from Watkins (2017) where I put all the themes of selective 

coding into an excel spreadsheet and color-coded them to facilitate writing the process.  

As this project aimed to investigate the experiences of Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous 

men, I sought to extend knowledge of the sociocultural processes of this group and both 

inductive and deductive reasoning were utilized. Whereas inductive reasoning developed 

conclusions from the data and deductive reasoning draws from predetermined theories or 

principles, both were not treated as mutually exclusive in this study (Bengtsson, 2016; Ravitch & 

Carl, 2016). Consequently, both forms of reasoning were strategically used in this study.  

Validity  

Achieving validity or trustworthiness was a key component of this research project. 

Acknowledging the debate between those who adhere to the criteria of validity or trustworthiness 

and those who use a different set of concepts (Goldberg & Allen, 2015), I utilized the concept of 

trustworthiness to achieve validity and accuracy. According to Ravitch and Carl (2016), 

“Validity in qualitative research refers to the ways that researchers can affirm that their findings 

are faithful to participants’ experiences. Put another way, validity refers to the quality of rigor in 

a study” (p. 186). Ravitch and Carl (2016) maintained that validity, while it was a goal and a 

process that could never be fully guaranteed, there were standards, such as credibility, 

dependability, transferability and confirmability which helped achieved it.  
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To further ensure validity, I used two distinct strategies and processes. Specifically, I 

utilized the methods of triangulation and participant validation or member checks. For example, 

as triangulation was understood as finding consistency between methods and different sources of 

information (Goldberg & Allen, 2015), I attended two community events that were sponsored by 

Jerry Tello and the National Compadres Network and compared the themes from my study 

through their vantage points or perspectives (Ravitch & Carl, 2016). Specifically, I attended the 

Healing Communities Conference in Los Angeles on January 24, 2018 and the event, 

“Community Healing Through Restorative Practices and Social Enterprise” at San Diego State 

University on April 10, 2018. After gathering fieldnotes for these events, they were coded by 

hand and I used these codes as triangulation with emergent themes from my NVivo codes. 

Additionally, I conducted member checks and contacted participants and asked them for their 

feedback on the concepts and themes from the data analysis (Goldberg & Allen, 2015). I not only 

followed up with all 50 participants to obtain additional demographic information, but I also 

discussed themes and concepts with 36 of these men. From these 36 men, I checked whether my 

interpretation of their views was accurate, and I provided some of them a copy of their transcript 

and discussed my findings and academic literature with them. 

Reflexivity 

Throughout this research project, I utilized the concept of reflexivity to remind myself to 

be conscious of my own biases and assumptions in relation to the concepts of objectivism and 

subjectivity that emerged in my ethnographic research (Bourke, 2014). To do so, I constantly 

reflected on the research process and accepted that I could not completely remove myself from it. 

However, my aim was to remain transparent as possible. I not openly addressed my positionality 

with all the participants in this project, but I also articulated and described my motivation for 
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engaging in this project (Bourke, 2014). As reflexivity was an ongoing component within my 

ethnographic work, I tried to remain critical of the systemic structures of power/knowledge and 

the implications that they had on this urban marginalized community. According to Grimaldi, 

Serpieri, and Spanò (2015), researchers must always take a reflexive position because they 

cannot escape the competing categories of difference, such as class, gender, race or ethnicity, 

sexual identity, etc., and the variant social positions that researchers explore every day. Research 

always “political” in nature, it was important that I had a moral obligation to adhere to tenets of 

social justice and move away from replicating symbolic violence within the social order 

(Grimaldi, Serpieri, and Spanò, 2015, pp. 146-147). Consequently, I not only did not separate 

myself from my complemented ethnographic research, as I actively participated in activities with 

the men of the Circulo de Hombres, but I constantly reminded myself that it was my job to 

simply help tell the stories of these men as accurate as possible.  

Moreover, I adopted the Freirean (2000) position that academic research is political in 

nature and that an all-encompassing methodology that entirely captured the experiences of 

Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men from the Circulo de Hombres was nonexistent. To 

enhance my reflexivity, I implemented the work of Rosaldo (1993), specifically that 

marginalized populations were silenced in the social order and it was important to keep in mind 

who was doing the talking or representation. As power always represented the “official” 

transcript, it was also necessary to examine “subordinate” positions because they were silenced 

and marginalized in society (Rosaldo, 1993, p. 214). As the dominant class attempted to silence 

and/or marginalize the voice of Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men through the Master 

Narrative and the criminal justice system, I explored the specific experiences of these men, 

paying close heed to how they navigated, negotiated, challenged, and reflected the mechanisms 
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of power/knowledge (Foucault, 1977; Rios, 2017; Rodriguez, 2014; Rosaldo, 1993). Hence, 

because the nature of the research process was characterized with uncertainty as authorities 

constrained and reproduced their own hegemony, I remained vigilant and critical not to 

reproduce knowledges associated with objectivity and silencing (Rose, 1997). 

Part of my methodology was remaining critical of the tool of reflexivity because the deep 

connection that existed between power/knowledge (Rose, 1997). Given that my understanding of 

the men was created within a historical-specific and cultural context, applying the logic utilized 

by Rose (1997) to the men of the Circulo de Hombres in San Diego, who were part of a national 

program, the socio-cultural and socio-political issues which affected them could not be 

generalizable to the experiences of men from other geographical locations. Given that that these 

men belonged to a community-based program in the southwestern region of the United States 

and were part of the National Compadres Network, a national organization, the knowledge 

produced by them could be generalizable to other men who were part of this network. 

Additionally, reflexivity served as a tool for me to move away from situating knowledge to 

standards of absoluteness or objectivity and more towards specific landscapes that were confined 

to my own experience as a researcher (Rose, 1997). As these men were also shaped by their 

unique experiences, I could not be completely neutral in this study because I possessed my own 

limitations, made assumptions, and was not free from biases. Thus, power/knowledge affected 

the everyday lives of researched participants, including my own, and the knowledge obtained 

from this cultural group amounted to situating knowledge in a specific geographical region in 

time (Rose, 1997).  

Positionality 
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My interdisciplinary education in the fields of philosophy, political science, ethnic 

studies, and Mexican American studies shaped every aspect of this project. My personal 

background and extensive experience of working directly with underrepresented populations 

facilitated my interest in this project. My previous personal engagement with diverse 

communities, including middle school and high school youth who experienced the “Youth 

Control Complex” (Rios, 2011) and street socialization (Vigil, 2002), college and university 

students, foster and probation youth, and immigrant populations who were criminalized 

(Romero, 2008) theoretically and methodologically informed this project as I had experience 

learning how to accommodate and integrate populations who experienced separation and/or 

trauma. As I worked with this marginalized populations, I took a humanistic and trauma-

informed approach. Also, restorative and transformative justice practices informed every aspect 

of this project. As I did not want to represent myself as an “objective” researcher, I engaged in 

ethnographic participation and conveyed authenticity, transparency, and my insider perspective. 

In sum, my project was driven with the intention of having the 50 men of the Circulo de 

Hombres tell their own stories and using their own voices and I felt that I was bestowed with this 

responsibility.  

I have not only been part of the Circulo de Hombres for 21 years, but I know first-hand 

the power of the circle and the healing and balance that it brought to the lives of men. The 

examination of the living experiences from the men of the Circulo de Hombres reflected my 

personal and professional journey because many of us lived in the same community, knew the 

same peers, attended the same schools, and worked near or on the same location. Additionally, as 

I attended Circulo de Hombres meetings and ceremonies with almost all the men in this study, at 

times, it was difficult to distinguish my personal and professional experience because there was 
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an overlap with these two realities throughout my 21 year of involvement with the group. I 

utilized the tool of thick description to ensure validity and provide a better understanding of this 

cultural group. Having meetings within these 21 years, the majority in San Diego County, I 

connected this group with the history and struggles of the Chicana/o Movement. Hence, the 

Circulo de Hombres in San Diego must be understood as a local social movement and this group 

was a direct extension of the socio-political struggles and spiritual awakenings that took place 

during the Chicana/o Movement of the 1960s and 1970s (Rodriguez, 2014). 

Being an insider in the group, I neither had to learn the language, nor rely on interpreters 

to understand the perspectives of the men from the Circulo de Hombres. Being educated, 

heterosexual, cis-gendered, male-identified, from the lower-class, a U.S. citizen, and Chicano 

with a bodybuilding-like frame put me in a privileged position and simultaneously made me an 

outsider with most of the men of this study. As I was both an insider and outsider with the group, 

I utilized a vigilant form of reflexivity to remain objective and to be aware of my own 

subjectivity (Rios, 2017; Rose, 1997). Nevertheless, I felt comfortable with my insider-outsider 

relationship because I grew up being part of this population, attending the same schools and 

residing in the same and adjacent communities as many of the men.  

Procedure/Data Collection 

Recruitment 

There were several procedures that were utilized to select participants for this study. The 

first method utilized was openly discussing the names of the men who ought to be interviewed 

with the Executive Director of the Circulo de Hombres, especially those who had been involved 

with the group for a long period of time. After I explained the focus of this study to the 

Executive Director, he provided the names and phone numbers of men who should partake in the 
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study. I then contacted potential participants, via text and/or phone, and asked them if they 

wanted to participate in the study. As I already knew almost all these men, this facilitated the 

recruitment process and interview accessibility because it felt as though I scheduled interview 

appointments to have friendly conversations with all the men. Because I had a personal 

relationship with most of the men in the group, knowing them on a one-on-one level and having 

participated with many of them in group meetings and ceremonies for 21-years of my life, I 

already possessed some of their contact information. Eventually, I conducted 41 face-to-face and 

9 phone interviews because most of these men resided outside of Arizona and Southern 

California and some of these men had extreme busy schedules with work and/or school. From all 

the men who were asked to participate in the study, only 2 men declined an interview. One man 

never returned my call and the other one was having familial issues. From the 50 men who 

participated in the study, there was only one man who I had never spoken to or met previously.  

The second method that was utilized to select participants was recruiting or directly 

asking men who attended the monthly meetings if they wanted to participate in the study. I not 

only recruited participants before the beginning of the Circulo de Hombres monthly meetings, 

but also after the meetings. Generally, I walked up to these men and asked them if they wanted to 

participate in the study and got their contact information to schedule an interview. In several 

occasions, the Executive Director personally introduced me to men that I had seen and 

participated in meetings or gatherings, but not thoroughly spoken to. To such men, I explained 

the purpose of the study and recruited them after formally introducing myself.  

Another recruitment strategy utilized to select participants was snowball sampling 

(Babbie, 2013). Participants who completed the interview were asked, as a final question, who 

they thought I should speak to next and they provided the names of the men they thought who 
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ought to participate in the study. As many of the names that men suggested were already on the 

list to be interviewed or these men had already been interviewed, only a few names that were 

suggested were interviewed. Consequently, the majority, if not at all, of the men who were 

suggested were included in this study, and such approach proved to be fruitful because it 

validated those men who were included to participate in the study. Additionally, none of the men 

selected themselves nor did they receive payment to participate in the study. 

Neighborhood/Community Context 

This dissertation addressed the experiences of Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men 

associated with the Circulo de Hombres in San Diego in a community context of a borderland, 

poverty, street gang injunctions and policing, xenophobia, and legacy of super-patriotic policies 

(Davis, Mayhew, & Miller, 2005). According SANDAG (2010), 72% of the population who 

resided in Barrio Logan were Hispanic, 16% White, 7% Black, 2% Asian, and 2% Two or More. 

The Median Income in Barrio Logan was $26,761 and 41% of the population lives Below 

Poverty (SANDAG, 2010). Regarding the Poverty Status of Families by Family Type and 

Presence of Related Children Under 18, 43 from 169 families lived Below Poverty under Female 

householder, no husband present (SANDAG, 2010). Regarding Educational Attainment on the 

population age 25 and older; 20% had less than 9th grade; 20% had 9th through 12th grade, no 

diploma; 23% graduated high school, 20% had some college, no degree; 4% had an Associate 

degree; 11% had a Bachelor’s degree, 2% a Master’s degree; <1% a Professional school degree; 

and <1% had a Doctorate degree (SANDAG, 2010). Indeed, boys and young men of color 

struggled with the education and justice systems (White House, 2015). Not only did these issues 

negatively impacted communities of color most, but in the past five years, Blacks, Hispanics, and 

Native American youth had the highest populations of their males living in poverty, raised under 
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single-parent households, and the highest dropout rates in the country (White House, 2015). As 

the largest ethnic minority associated with poverty and criminalization, the Circulo de Hombres 

in San Diego offered solutions to ameliorating these issues. 

Circulo de Hombres 

The Circulo de Hombres in San Diego originated in the community of Barrio Logan in 

San Diego. In conjunction with recruiting “at-risk” youth near the neighborhoods of Barrio 

Logan and Logan Heights, the Circulo de Hombres received grant funding to teach young men 

about teen-pregnancy prevention and engaging in self-productive behaviors. As many of these 

young men were also “gang-associated” (Rios, 2017), the leaders of the program focused on 

gang-prevention because the Circulo de Hombres taught young men about their history and 

culture and to stay away from self-destructive behaviors. However, when the funding of this 

grant came to an end years later, the Círculo de Hombres became more of a community-based 

program, yet it was still part of Izcalli. According to Izcalli (2020), “Our mission is to transform 

the lives of Chicana/o and Indigenous communities by promoting cultural consciousness through 

the arts, education, and community dialogue.” While the male group was part of the dual-

gendered organization of Izcalli, the women and men leaders thought that it was imperative to 

separate men and women according to genders and created two different circles—a Círculo de 

Hombres and a Círculo de Mujeres—so that they could talk about pertinent issues that were 

affecting them more comfortably (Izcalli, 2020). As a result, the Circulo de Hombres was 

designed to encourage Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous males to engage in self-productive 

behaviors (i.e. to be responsible and keep their word) and move away from self-destructive ones 

(i.e. street gang violence and toxic masculinity). As this group was created as an intervention and 

prevention community-based program, using Indigenous-based teachings which derived from La 
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Cultura Cura philosophy—the viewpoint that people can use their traditional culture to heal 

themselves and their community—the process of re-humanization was a byproduct of its 

function (Montoya, 2015; Tello, 2019). Through dialogue, this program addressed the prevailing 

issues affecting Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous males in San Diego and served as 

community-based program which offered solutions to ameliorate the social and personal issues 

of these men. 

The Circulo de Hombres in San Diego borrowed the extended kinship network concept 

of creating circles from the National Compadres Network (NCN), an organization dedicated to 

strengthening and restoring rebalance in Chicano, Latino, and Indigenous communities (National 

Compadres Network, 2017). Additionally, the men of Circulo de Hombres in San Diego 

implemented the Indigenous-based “compadre” extended familial system, honoring the ancient 

practice of engaging in dialogue with other men from their community and collectively passing 

down cultural-based values that served as a rite of passage to younger men (National Compadres 

Network, 2017). This group embodied what Rodriguez (2014) called, an Elder-Youth 

Epistemology. Hence, the Circulo de Hombres in San Diego not only adhered to National 

Compadres Network’s La Cultura Cura philosophy but also utilized the principles of the 

Hombre Noble (a Noble Man), reconnecting men with their ancestral knowledge to overcome the 

influences of intergenerational trauma. 

The monthly meetings of the Circulo de Hombres were held every second Wednesday of 

the month at 6 p.m. at the Centro Cultural de la Raza (a community cultural center) in San 

Diego’s Balboa Park. All meetings commenced with a prayer or an acknowledgement by an 

elder and an altar was always created in the circular center from where the met sat. On top of the 

altar, Indigenous and non-Indigenous items were place on it, such as an incense burner for copal, 
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sage, sweet grass, and/or tobacco; pictures of relatives; significant adornments or pieces of 

jewelry (i.e. chains, bracelets, etc.); animal skins (i.e. deer, coyote, snake, etc.); feathers of birds 

(i.e. eagle and hawk), either individual ones or still intact, winged pieces of birds, which were 

used as fans to smudge the men with smoke before the commencement of a meeting to cleansed 

men and remove negative energy; handbags with other ceremonial items; bandanas or colored 

ribbons; animal heads/skulls (i.e. eagle heads, buffalo skulls), and musical instruments, such as 

flutes, rattles, and drums. Additionally, some of these items were either stitched to a staff or a 

talking stick, and these instruments were used to be give men the palabra or word to speak 

without interruption in meetings or ceremonies. The talking stick or staff was always passed to 

the left because that was the direction of where the men’s hearts were located. Similarly, when 

men entered the enclosed circle at the annual men’s retreats, men always walked in such space 

clockwise or toward their left and an altar was always at the center.  

Whereas there was an overlap with the monthly circulo meetings and the Annual Men’s 

Gathering, there was less structure in the former than there was on the latter. While dialogue was 

a central factor for both events, the sweat lodge was a key component of the Men’s Gathering. 

The Annual Men’s Gathering had more of a structure and it consisted of a three-day event. This 

event took place every year on the weekend before Labor Day during the month of August. The 

ceremony commenced after sundown on a Friday and ended on that Sunday at noon. The theme 

of the first day, Friday, was conocimiento or conversance and all men opened the circle and 

introduced themselves and shared personal information about themselves and their family. The 

theme of the second day, Saturday, was cargas or loads and men shared their pain or burdens 

with the group. On this day, men also created a sweat lodge and men participated in a sweat 

ceremony. The theme of the third and final day was, regalos or gifts. This day began with a 



72 
 

sunrise ceremony, where they welcomed the sun and after giving material or immaterial gifts to 

each other, the men closed the circle and ended the ceremony. Thus, whereas the monthly 

meetings were characterized as three-hour ceremonies, the annual retreats were characterized as 

three-day ceremonies.  

The Participants  

This study investigated the experiences of 50 men who participated in the Circulo de 

Hombres in San Diego, pre and post 1993 when the Izcalli organization was created. The ages of 

these men were between 21 to 74 years old with an average age of 47.8. Among the men, there 

was a distinct generational component and different levels of cohorts affiliated with the cultural 

group. For example, the men who were part of the first cohort of the Circulo de Hombres often 

referred to themselves as the “old school” guys and generally, many of them joined as 

adolescents circa 1998 when the group was formed. Whereas the term “new school” was never 

used, there was a core group of members that consistently attended the meetings when the study 

took place. Accordingly, the Co-founder & Executive Director of Izcalli encouraged me to 

interview as many of the old school men possible and I made sure to include a mixture of both 

new and old members with an emphasis on the latter because they had more time and experience 

with the group. Additionally, all men who participated in the study had been involved with this 

group between 1 and 27 years with an average involvement of 16.74 years. Thus, this project 

was not only reflexive for some of these men, but it also captured different generational elements 

because men of all ages continued to join the group and many of them continued their 

involvement with the group.  

Regarding their ethnic and/or racial group, most of the men identified themselves as 

Chicanos. Specifically, whereas twenty-one (N=21) men identified as Chicano, another ten 
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(N=10) men used a variation of this term, such Chicano – Native American, Chicano and 

Indigenous, Chicano and White, Chicano and Boricua, Chicano Latino, Chicano Mexica, and 

Xicano and Xicana. Where six (N=6) men identified as Mexican, other men used a variation of 

this term, such as Mexican American (N=4), Mexican Filipino (N=1), Mexican Chicano (N=1), 

and Mexican Indian (N=1). Two (N=2) men identified as Native American, and one as Native 

Chicano (N=1) and another as Indigenous (N=1). Two (N=2) men identified as human and one 

(N=1) man as Brown. 

When asked about their highest level of education completed, most men responded that 

they received some form of higher education. Three (N=3) men had an associate’s degree, twelve 

(N=12) men had a bachelors, five (N=5) men graduated high school, thirteen (N=13) men had a 

masters, one (N=1) man had a Juris Doctorate, one (N=1) man had an M.D, three (N=3) men had 

a PhD, ten (N=10) men had some college, one man (N=1) a teaching credential, and one (N=1) 

man dropped out of high school. In sum, forty-four (N=44) men had received a higher level of 

education.  

On the question of annual income, the average was $60,643 with the neighborhood of 

Barrio Logan having an average of $26,761. According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2018), the 

average American income was $61,372. Thus, by these standards, most of the men of Circulo de 

Hombres in San Diego responded having a little below average annual income.  

Regarding sexual orientation, forty-eight (N=48) described themselves as heterosexual. 

One man described himself as “heteroflexible,” affirming that he was open and was trying to 

move away from the possessiveness of sexuality. However, he maintained that he had neither 

been with a man nor “crossed the line.” Another man described himself as bisexual but stated 

that he was not completely sure if he was.  
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All the meetings of the Circulo de Hombres were conducted in the English language with 

sporadic use of Spanish words to describe and/or emphasize concepts or express certain 

emotions, etc. When the 50 participants were asked if they wanted to conduct the interview in the 

English or Spanish language, 49 of the participants chose to do the interview in English except 

for one participant. It is important to note that no participants were excluded in the study because 

they spoke Spanish and only one interview was conducted in the Spanish language with an elder 

because he preferred this language. While I already had met this elder, I was re-introduced to 

him by the Executive Director as we had previously participated in many meetings and/or 

ceremonies, but never spoke thoroughly. While this man spoke Spanish and very limited English, 

I only used Spanish and very few English words when I interviewed him. For the other 49 men, 

the English language was used in my interaction with them. From these men, all spoke English 

and many of them sporadically used Spanish words during the interview and these words were 

kept when the interviews were transcribed.   

Specific Procedures 

Sample Size  

The intended sample size for this study was 50 men of the Circulo de Hombres in San 

Diego and the sample size was achieved. Given that the Director of Circulo de Hombres 

personally knew every man in this group, the sample size of 50 men was more than adequate to 

generalize the views and experiences of all the men who comprise this group (Dworkin, 2012). 

Additionally, once the 50th interview was completed with these men, I felt that I reached 

thematic saturation, a point where neither new nor relevant data was forthcoming (Goldberg & 

Allen, 2015; Ravitch and Carl, 2016). Thus, I ceased recruiting participants once the 50 

interviews were selected and I continued to attend monthly meetings until the 2019 Annual 
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Men’s Gathering, which was the 21th anniversary of the group’s existence. Moreover, I collected 

data intensively during the 2018 spring semester and less consistently from the 2018 summer 

semester until the 2020 spring semester. 

For a small portion of the men, the interviews were retrospective because whereas most 

of the men continued their involvement with the group, others limited their involvement as they 

were busy working and providing for their families, and two men admitted dropping out from the 

group. While the men who dropped out of the group admitted they were disenchanted or felt 

uncomfortable returning to this space, they expressed gratitude for sharing their experience with 

me and we continued to keep in touch.   

Verbal Consent 

In accordance to the Institutional Review Board, this study was approved to not require 

written consent. Considering the nature of this study and to keep the identity of the men 

confidential, due to the fact that some of the men had been exposed to the street gang culture 

and/or the juvenile and criminal justice systems, I received verbal consent from all men who 

participated in this study. As a result, all the names of the men were changed for this study.  

Interviews 

Interviews were completed at the location that was chosen by participants. Overall, 

interviews took between 60-90 minutes and all of them were recorder after the author received 

verbal consent from all 50 men. After the interview was completed, I collected brief 

demographic data on all participants. In conjunction with taking notes during the interview, I 

also created audio memos after every single interview, paying close heed to the characteristics of 

the location, their physical bodies or postures, the tone of their voices, and non-verbal language. 

In sum, while the Circulo de Hombres was chosen as the site of study, I solely focused on the 
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experiences of the 50 men, and how they navigated and negotiated their engagement of re-

Indigenization and the role that the circulo played in transforming their lives. Additionally, the 

interview questions for this study were created from my extensive experience of being involved 

with this group and the academic literature.  

About half of the interviews took place in public locations, such as parks, Starbucks or 

coffee houses, restaurants, bars, universities, and my vehicle or theirs. To ensure privacy at these 

locations, the participants and I sat in empty tables, away from the general public, and all men 

never mentioned nor expressed discomfort. For participants who chose to be interviewed at their 

place of work. To further ensure privacy at these locations, interviews were conducted in 

separate rooms, their offices with the door close, and conference rooms where the participants 

felt comfortable.  

Ethnography  

Ethnographic research was completed at the monthly Circulo de Hombres meetings that 

took place at the Centro Cultural de La Raza in San Diego’s Balboa Park and at the 20th and 21st 

Anniversary Annual Men’s Gatherings that took place at the Manzanita Reservation located in 

southeastern San Diego County, California. I not only wrote fieldnotes at every event, but after 

these fieldnotes were completed, I coded and highlighted what I thought were the main ideas or 

themes. Adhering to the IRB guidelines, I was not allowed to use direct quotes during the 

monthly meetings or the annual retreats. Consequently, I used the thematic analyses of my 

fieldnotes for triangulation and for the coding that resulted from my interviews. From December 

2017 until August 2019, I attended almost all events and performed ethnographic observations, 

always letting the men know that I was conducting research on the group.  
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Generally, the average number of men who attended monthly meetings varied from a 

total of 12-28 men per meeting, whereas the Annual Men’s Gatherings varied between 75-100 

men. In the monthly meetings and annual retreats, some of the men brought their children and 

students, many who were minors. The ages of these minors ranged from 9 months old to 17 years 

of age and my observations did not focus on these minors but on the men. Regarding the men 

who brought their children, it was possible that some of these men brought their children for 

reasons of not having a babysitter and/or to expose them to men of the group and their 

ceremonies. While not having someone to babysit their children remained uncertain because I 

did not inquire on this matter, what was certain was that these men felt comfortable to bring their 

children to monthly meetings and retreats and these parents viewed the men of the group as 

relatives and/or role models. Indeed, many of the men expressed this belief both at meetings and 

the annual retreats. The age of the men who attended monthly meetings and retreats ranged 

between 18 to 80 years of age. It was important to note that only about half of the men who 

attended monthly meetings were recruited to participate for the interview. Like the Annual 

Men’s Gathering, every person spoke and/or introduced themselves.  

There were some challenges in collecting data with this population because some of them 

were busy and had personal and/or familial issues, while very few had issues with the criminal 

justice system. For example, the Executive Director of the program assisted me in contacting and 

locating a few of the men after months of both of us trying to get a hold of them. One man did 

not have a phone and he had a very unstable residence. About three months after I completed his 

interview, another man was on the run from law enforcement and he was going serve jail time 

for violating his probation. Despite this man appearing to have a drug addiction relapse and 

being on the run by authorities, he managed to attend both the 2018 and 2019 Annual Men’s 
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Gatherings and took his son, nephews, and father to this event. Another man became 

incarcerated a week before the 2019 annual retreat and was facing 3-9 years in prison. Hence, 

collecting data with this population was not only physically and emotionally difficult at times, 

but their valuable voices would have been lost or silenced had I not taken those extra steps to 

make ensure to include their them in this study.  

Coding and Analysis 

After the data was coded and analyzed, I focused on five constructs in relation to the 

interview. Specifically, I focused my analysis on the constructs that addressed if the Círculo de 

Hombres changed the men (4b), if their views on spirituality changed (5d), what they thought the 

purpose of the círculo was (6), if they were influenced to become interested or participate in 

issues of social justice (9), and what other men could learn from the círculo (10). Whereas there 

was a heavier focus on constructs 4b, 5d, and 9, constructs 6 and 10 were used as a form of 

triangulation to narrow and/or corroborate themes.  

Ethnographic Participation 

In the Circulo de Hombres meetings, the men never expressed discomfort or displayed 

any reservations to being observed or me taking notes, but they seemed to always welcome my 

investigation. At every monthly meeting and annual retreat, I always reminded and/or informed 

the group of my dissertation and the value of this investigation. As a scholar doing ethnographic 

work, I got as close to the men as possible within these settings and observed them to understand 

their worldviews and perspectives (Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw, 2011). Consequently, I 

participated in all aspects of the group’s activities, such as prayers or acknowledgements, 

speaking when it was my turn to speak, and performed labor tasks to carry-out the ceremony and 

paid close attention to understand what the men viewed as important and how the men lived their 
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everyday lives (Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw, 2011). Moreover, research being political in nature 

(Freire, 2000) and recognizing that I could not be entirely neutral (Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw, 

2011), I always spoke passionately and genuinely about personal and social issues and did not 

refrain from asserting my beliefs in all aspects of the investigation. Being mindful of interpretive 

authority, in conjunction with being viewed as a researcher and an outsider because of my 

association with academia, I conveyed to the men that I was fallible, did not have all the answers, 

and that my role was to tell a story or narrative of this group (Ravitch & Carl, 2016). My 

intentions in this process was to generate dialogue amongst the men. Because the group provided 

a safe space for dialogue, men often spoke from their hearts or addressed personal and social 

issues that concerned them. Consequently, I added and/or corroborated to what was being 

discussed in these meetings and/or shared personal issues and challenges of what I was 

experiencing at each meeting and annual gathering I attended. In all these events, I actively 

participated in these dialogues for two reasons: first, to reestablish trust with the men who I 

already had a personal relationship with and to gain the trust of new men; and second, to 

genuinely share my story and/or struggles so that other men would do the same. On several 

occasions, I hugged and cried with some of the men and I did not refrain from sharing my views 

and research with most of them. Further, I did my best to keep the interviews or what the men 

shared with me confidential, yet I shared preliminary findings and/or discussed my research 

process with those who inquired. By being transparent in all events, I believe that I accomplished 

my research goals and men always thanked me for sharing deep issues and/or for “keeping it 

real,” many who stated that I moved them or changed their perspectives. 

 In the following chapter, I present the first finding of this study. The first major theme of 

this study was change through dialogue. Whereas the concept of change, in many ways, was the 
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undercurrent of the first theme, it was imperative to describe what caused this transformation. 

Consequently, when they participated in the Círculo de Hombres, many of the men highlighted 

that the process of ongoing dialogue was what created these changes.  
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS I: CHANGE THROUGH DIALOGUE 

From the 50 men who were asked if the Circulo de Hombres changed them, forty-seven 

(N=47) of the men stated that the circulo changed them. Additionally, three (N=3) of the men 

did not necessarily believed that the circulo changed them, but they recognized that it had an 

impact on their lives. Specifically, Adam believed that this question was complex, and that his 

change was part of a “larger process of transformation.” Adrian provided a similar response, 

affirming that he did not think that the circulo changed him but that such change was an 

“element of his own transformation.” Alonzo said that he was unsure but later stated that he was 

sure that the circulo changed him in some sort of way but did not know exactly how. He added 

that, certainly, it brought him more peace. Thus, on the question whether the circulo changed 

them, almost all the men believed that it did.  

The Circulo Created a Safe Space for Dialogue 

Eight (N=8) men of the group stated that the purpose of the Circulo de Hombres was to 

create a safe space for men to come together and dialogue. Adrian, Alvaro, Dominick, Enrique, 

Guzman, Joaquin, and Martin maintained that the círculo created a space based on trust to help 

men change. Dominick and Guzman affirmed that through this form of dialogue, men learned 

from the experiences and wisdom of others. Whereas Guzman emphasized the stories and 

informal mentoring associated with the círculo, Dominick maintained that the círculo provided 

men a space where they could express themselves with liberty and share the negative and 

positive things that they experienced. And through such act of sharing, other men could learn 

from the experiences of others, and this benefitted the men speaking and the men listening as 

both parties received insight about an issue or concept.  
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Enrique and Joe highlighted that the circulo provided a space without the “distractions” 

of drinking, partying, and women. Joe reiterated that the circulo offered men a safe place to 

gather and express themselves as most men came hurt. Such space, he added, was not like a bar, 

a club, or involved drinking. He mentioned that most of the men were experiencing similar 

problems, such as issues with school, work, or with their significant other and the circle made 

men realized that they were not experiencing problems alone. Enrique added that the círculo was 

a space where men of all ages came together to have discussions.   

Adrian and Alvaro highlighted some of the Indigenous components that the group 

utilized to create a dialogue space. According to Adrian, the circulo created a positive and loving 

space for men to come together and dialogue about their struggles, interrelationships, and 

victories. While Adrian stressed that his definitions of the circulo changed over the years, he 

believed that the group utilized Indigenous elements to create a positive space in the circle. 

Corroborating Adrian, Alvaro maintained that the círculo was, “a safe, sacred, loving space to 

restore harmony and balance to our wellbeing. Instilling a place of remembrance.” Alvaro also 

added that the círculo was a place to connect and get to know one’s ancestors. As men engaged 

in dialogue, Alvaro believed that the men helped each other remember and wake up the 

knowledge that was already present in them.  

Echoing these men, Martin and Joaquin asserted that the purpose of the círculo was for 

men to gather and talk about their pain. Where Joaquin emphasized how the círculo provided this 

space for men to share their emotional traumas, Martin highlighted how the círculo’s dialogue 

space allowed men to talk about the things that were making them sick, hindering them, or 

burdening them. Martin stated: 
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There was a sense of safety and security that I felt that made me want to keep coming 

around. To this day I still feel it. I still feel it every time I go to a Círculo de Hombres or 

I'm in circle, I feel like there's nothing in the world that can harm me. I feel completely, 

100% safe. Safe enough to be able to talk about things that I may be holding onto. Safe 

enough to be able to be vulnerable and be myself and no have to be fake. Not trying to 

impress anybody. And knowing that I can let go whatever I need to, and I leave it there 

because the understanding that the ancestors will take our cargas and help us. We're not 

just talking about it, like you would at an A.A. or N.A. class, but that there's an actual 

process of cleansing. It's like a limpia, that Native Indigenous people know about, but it's 

been lost through the ages.   

To men like Martin, the space of the círculo felt completely safe to talk about the things that he 

carried inside. He felt safe to be vulnerable, genuine, and that he did not have to impress anyone. 

Martin argued that he felt that he could release his loads or cargas and that his ancestors would 

help him. Not only was there a dialogue component like A.A. or N.A., but Martin believed that 

the círculo moved beyond these organizations because the men from the círculo utilized an 

Indigenous peoples’ knowledge-based cleansing process of the sweat lodge and releasing cargas 

that had been lost through time. 

Healing and Trauma 

 Twenty-one (N=21) of the men addressed the concept of healing in relation to the 

dialogue space of the Circulo de Hombres. Within this dialogue space, men described different 

forms of healing, such as pain and traumas, venting and releasing cargas (loads or burdens), 

expressing emotions without drugs and alcohol, crying, and using their palabra or word. 
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According to these men, the annual gatherings and monthly meetings of the círculo allowed 

them to openly address these issues. 

 The dialogue space of the círculo facilitated a healing space and offered self-development 

opportunities. Adrian, Cinco, Dominick, and Fernando viewed the círculo as a healing circle. 

Fernando added that the circulo provided a space for mentoring and leadership development and 

the retreats and gatherings of the círculo helped men to heal their traumas. Additionally, he 

argued that the circulo’s dialogue space allowed men to define their masculinity, and the group 

utilized talking circles, sweat lodges, cultural practices, and the arts, such as bead work and 

making dream catchers. Corroborating Fernando, Joaquin maintained that, in this space, it was 

important for men to talk about their pain and emotional problems and leave these issues in the 

circulo and return home as better people. 

Echoing Joaquin, Roger added that the group welcomed men of all backgrounds and that 

the purpose of the group was for men to bring out their pain and trauma and heal. Roger stated:  

You don't need to be an academic to be part of círculo. You can be someone straight out 

of juvie. You can be someone that used to be in a gang. You can be just a kid... So, the 

purpose is to allow men to trust other men. With their own stories and their own pain. 

And in that way transform them. Help them develop that…which we haven't really ever 

touched on. Which is accepting that we're weak. Accepting that we have trauma. 

Overcoming all of those mental health types [of issues] … So, our purpose is to bring out 

the pain and the trauma. To change yourself… If they're not bringing out their traumas, if 

they're not having conversations about what's going on in their life, it won't really mean 

shit to them. 
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According to Roger, men of all ages, no matter their backgrounds could be part of the círculo. 

Roger believed that part of the group’s purpose was for men to trust one another with each 

other’s pain and stories and transform themselves through them. Additionally, men were there to 

help each other in their development and accept that they were weak and that they had trauma 

and needed to overcome mental health issues. Accordingly, Roger argued that the purpose of the 

group was to bring out the pain and trauma of the men and change them. Roger added that if men 

were not addressing what was going on in their lives or dialogued about their traumas, then their 

participation in the group would be meaningless.   

Venting and Releasing Cargas 

Whereas some men addressed how the círculo provided a space for men to heal their 

traumas, other men stated that the círculo allowed men to vent and/or help men release their 

cargas or loads. Lalo, Jose, Valentino, Orlando, and Alonzo emphasized venting in relation to 

dialogue and/or the healing associated with the Círculo de Hombres. According to Lalo, the 

círculo was a place where a person could bring their guard down and be “normal.” He added, “It 

all depends how much you want to bring it down. A place where you speak, it is kind of like an 

N.A. without the drug aspect… It is a positive environment.” Echoing Lalo, Valentino added that 

it was a place where men talked about what was going on, without receiving a suggestion of 

what they should do. He argued that the círculo was a place to vent and share what was going in 

one’s heart and what was holding them down. He mentioned that the space was free of judgment 

and that the aim was to close a chapter in one’s life and express one’s feelings. Valentino 

claimed that he simply wanted to know that he could trust others, confide in them, and that what 

he shared would never be talked about again. Corroborating Valentino, Jose highlighted that 

venting, talking, and healing was the idea behind the circle, and he continued his involvement 
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with the group because as he got older, he realized that it was hard to trust and dialogue with 

people. As a result, Jose felt a necessity to come back to the group and he felt a responsibility to 

listen to others vent as well.  

Echoing these men, Orlando maintained that the group invited men of all races and 

ethnicities to the circulo and encouraged them to let go of their cargas or loads or whatever they 

wanted to share with the group. Believing that all men needed emotional work done, Orlando 

stated that the circulo welcomed all men to engage in dialogue and share their experiences, no 

matter what their socioeconomic background, race, or ethnicity were. Extending Orlando, 

Alonzo added that all men needed to talk or vent in order to get the stuff that was weighing 

heavy on them and “make room for something new.” Alonzo maintained that Latinos and 

Chicanos, using their Indigenous ways, used the structure of the círculo to talk about their issues 

and release their cargas. Consequently, being an elder, he tried to attend and support the space 

created by the Círculo de Hombres in San Diego.  

Expressing Emotions without Drugs and Alcohol 

In conjunction with providing men a safe space to share their cargas with others, the 

dialogue space of the círculo facilitated for men to share their emotions with others and be 

sincere and vulnerable amidst the absence of drugs and/or alcohol. According to Oscar and 

Gilbert, men could learn to sit down and share their emotions with others and cry. Gilbert stated 

that he was barely comfortable with expressing emotions and that círculo allowed him, at an 

early age, to understand how the men in his family used alcohol to cope with their emotions and 

the unsustainability and harm that this brought to his family. Oscar added that because Brown 

men did not have this Indigenous-based dialogue space until after Chicano Movement, many of 

them resorted to other outlets, such as drugs, alcohol, and violence to express themselves. Oscar 



87 
 

asserted that círculos were created to dialogue and for men to express their emotions and thus, 

circles were sacred spaces. Corroborating Oscar, Humberto stated:  

We're gathering… Being able to have dialogue, and talking, and crying, and letting go, 

and apologizing or giving thanks, and learning how to speak with your heart, and learning 

how to use that good energy that’s within all of us. Not having any drugs or alcohol. 

When we go to círculos it’s not something that I think about, “We’re missing drugs and 

alcohol,” that’s never come into play, it’s a very clean environment. It’s helped me 

understand what they do and help me get away from probably one of the worst habits that 

I had, which was methamphetamines. 

According to Humberto, the círculo embodied a positive space because the men gathered without 

the presence of drugs and/or alcohol. Not only did men gather and dialogued without these 

substances, but they also talked, cried, let go of things, apologized or gave thanks, learned how 

to speak with their hearts, and learned how to use the positive energy inside of them. Humberto 

reiterated that the absence of alcohol and drugs in círculo meetings made the space unique. He 

affirmed that these substances were not needed because the círculo provided a sober 

environment. Consequently, the círculo allowed men, like him, who had addictions understand 

the negative effects that they caused and get away from consuming these substances.  

“Los Hombres No Lloran” (Men Do Not Cry) 

Within the dialogue space of the círculo, men not only expressed vulnerability with each 

other, but often cried with one another. Bernardo, Mazalotzin, Bobby, Joaquin, Lamar, Geraldo, 

and Justin addressed how they witnessed other men cry and/or they themselves cried because of 

the círculo. These men not only saw how the act of crying transformed other men, but also how 

they transformed or changed their own perspectives because of crying. Bernardo stated: 
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I remember in one of the retiros [retreats], we were going around, and that time the 

young man must have been around 12 or 13 years old, and he was talking about his 

situation at home, in the neighborhood, the pressure involved in gang life, the struggle he 

was having with a younger brother who was involved in gang life, and he was trying to 

help him get out. But what struck me was that he started crying, and it’s not something 

that you see a lot in young men in that age, and it really struck me that the círculo 

accomplished that, and my understanding was that if you cry, you let out and you relieve 

some of the stress you were experiencing, but it’s also a cleansing thing that allows you 

to change your perspective and see things differently. I saw him change... If it hadn’t 

been for that experience, he would have probably followed along with the same as his 

generation. In terms of the accomplishments, I think it provides a space and an 

opportunity for young people to make significant changes in their lives.  

What struck Bernardo was not only that the young man started to cry, but also that it was 

something that he had not seen very often with young men, especially street gang members. 

Bernardo maintained that it was the círculo’s dialogue space that influenced the young man to 

cry and Bernardo’s understanding of this matter was that when a person cried, they relieved the 

stress that they were experiencing, while simultaneously cleansing themselves, allowing 

themselves to change their perspective and see things differently. Bernardo believed that the 

círculo changed that young man and if it was not for the círculo, this young man would have 

continued in the street gang lifestyle like other young men of his generation. Thus, in terms of 

what the group accomplished, Bernardo maintained that the círculo provided young men with a 

space and an opportunity to make important life changes.  
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 Moreover, Bernardo distinguished crying or chillar from whining. Bernardo argued that 

when people stated that men did not cry, he understood it to mean that men did not whine 

because whining had to do with not fully expressing oneself fully, repeating an emotion, and not 

taking accountability for oneself. He also said that whining had to do with blaming others, 

focusing on the exterior, and not taking responsibility to do what men did. However, Bernardo 

stated that the highest form of crying that men did had to do with empathy because they were 

experiencing the pain that they caused someone else. Putting himself in the first person, 

Bernardo maintained that he realized that some his behavior hurt other people, and he cried 

because he felt bad about the pain that he caused them, and to him, that was the highest 

expression in terms of manhood. To Bernardo, like other men in the circle, crying was the 

highest expression of humanity and one was able to empathize with others and by realizing the 

pain that they caused others and themselves, this was the highest expression in terms of 

masculinity.  

On the issue of men (not) crying, Mazalotzin not only corroborated Bernardo’s claim, but 

also shed light on how seeing older men cry within the círculo’s dialogue space impacted him. 

Mazalotzin stated: 

I saw older men and younger men reclaiming their identity. Questioning past false beliefs 

that were created about men: that they can't cry, that they can't stay home while their 

wives work. Just shattering a lot of the male… What is the right word? Socially 

constructed roles. Just really challenging a lot of those. You know, when you see a man 

for the first-time cry at age 40 or 50 years old, and he's been holding all this pain, anger, 

and hurt because he literally took the whole “men don't cry” as the absolute truth. When 



90 
 

you see them release that, there's nothing more beautiful on this planet than those tears. 

And I was one of those.  

According to Mazalotzin, young and older men not only reclaimed their identity within the space 

of the círculo but also questioned the stereotypes about men, such as that they did not cry or that 

they could not stay at home while their wives went to work. Mazalotzin maintained that the men 

of the círculo shattered and challenged the socially constructed gender roles that existed about 

men in society. In Mazalotzin’s eyes, there was nothing more beautiful in the planet than a man 

crying and releasing tears of hurt, anger, and pain at the age of 40 or 50 years of old because he 

internalized, as the absolute truth, the notion that men did not cry. Mazalotzin embodied the 

shattering of male socially constructed roles because he admitted that he was once of those men 

that did not cry.  

Echoing Mazalotzin, Adam argued that the men of the círculo engaged in decolonial 

work. He stated that what one saw at the Annual Men’s Gathering and monthly weekly meetings 

was men talking, healing, and reclaiming their culture, what some people call de-colonialism. 

Acknowledging that, though, most men of the círculo did not call it as such, Adam was 

convinced that it was decolonial work.  

Validating Adam, Bobby expressed vulnerability in the círculo’s dialogue space and 

challenged the gender roles associated with Brown men. Bobby asserted:  

I've seen big guys like myself cry like little babies. And you don't see that here [in the 

neighborhood]. The only time you see that here is when you're drunk or intoxicated with 

some type of drug. That's the only way we come out with… but with the círculo, we 

show other men that it's okay to be vulnerable. To show weakness. When through 

centuries and centuries of us men being taught that we're not supposed to be that weak 



91 
 

person, we're not supposed to cry. We are just supposed to be providers. We're not 

supposed to take that motherly role to take care of our kids. Which is bullshit, because 

now we're stereotyping ourselves. And as we've done [that] way too long and with the 

círculo, we break that stereotype.  

Being a big man in size, Bobby admitted that he had seen other men like himself cry like babies 

within the space of the círculo. Bobby argued that the only time men in his neighborhood show 

weakness or vulnerability was when they were under the influence of alcohol and/or drugs. 

However, Bobby asserted that the men of the círculo taught other men that they did not have to 

be under the influence of drugs and/or alcohol to speak their minds and share their hearts or cry 

and be vulnerable with other men. According to Bobby, Brown men not only have been 

socialized to not be weak or cry, but only be providers and not take a feminine role when taking 

care of children. Bobby asserted that this notion was not only false, but that men were 

stereotyping themselves when they embodied or held these beliefs.  

Some men not only relearned to cry in the space of the círculo, but also first cried within 

the dialogue space of the círculo. Joaquin stated: 

I guess the first time I ever cried, showed my emotions with the círculo, I was able to 

express my feelings, and I'm talking about feelings of hurt. Things that held me, that kept 

me from growing. Held me back. And anger. I was used to anger, and I felt anger no 

more. I was never out and about... made me grow. The círculo just made me grow. It 

helped me grow as a man, an individual period. Being involved with círculo lead me to 

give back to my community. 

Being a safe space where men openly shared their emotions with others, Joaquin described the 

first time he shared his feelings with the group. Sharing his tears with other men, Joaquin 
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maintained that he was able to let go of pain that was impeding him to move forward, and he 

ceased to feel anger. While it was unclear what Joaquin meant by stating that he was never out 

and about, this statement was understood as him not openly expressing or sharing feelings of 

anger and pain with others. The círculo allowed Joaquin to grow, change as a man, and 

motivated him to become involved in his community. Finding a space and expressing 

vulnerability to other men allowed men like Joaquin to move past things that was hindering his 

emotional well-being and made him grow as a person.  

The Círculo de Hombres not only encouraged men to be open and transparent with their 

feelings, but also encouraged them to express their emotions and accept them. Lamar believed 

that the group taught men that, “It's okay to cry, it's okay to feel. Your emotions are very 

important to who you are and they're strong characteristics of you. It's okay to hug, it's okay to 

say, ‘I love you.’” Lamar added that the círculo encouraged men to express emotions and thus, it 

was not uncommon for men to hug, cry, and tell their children that they loved them inside of this 

space. Paralleling Lamar, Geraldo stated: 

My dad always talked about how men could be emotional and cry, but he didn't always 

cry in front of me. So that's something that I try to really be accepting of my kids and 

their emotions. But that's something that's more than just from the círculo, that's also 

from my counseling experience. But the círculo had a place for that… If you look at how 

Native culture, how we talked about it, crying wasn't a bad thing. So that's something that 

I think was reinforced there as a positive thing. 

While Geraldo’s father taught him that men were emotional and cried, he seldom cried in 

front of him. As a result, Gabriel tried to be accepting with his children’s emotions. In 

conjunction with the círculo, Gabriel also obtained his understanding of crying through his 
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experience in counseling. He highlighted how crying was acceptable in Native culture and it was 

not viewed in a negative light. Geraldo suggested that there was a place for crying in the círculo 

and that it was understood as a positive thing.  

The Importance of Palabra (Word) 

The circulo created a space where men came together, dialogued, and let go of things 

using their palabra. According to Justin, the circulo promoted healing, reconciliation, reflection, 

and transformation from negative things. Justin added that through this transformational process, 

men developed a better sense of who they were, improved themselves, and changed themselves 

and their communities using their palabra or word. Justin affirmed:  

It doesn’t matter how old you are, the profession, or what circumstance, in that circle 

we’re all the same, and we have to respect it and acknowledge, and we have a palabra, 

that word. That’s something that I found very powerful that keep me in there, is that I feel 

that I have a voice, and I think for me, I’ve had that struggle of me that I don’t feel that I 

have a voice, and who’s listening to me, what I have to say even matters… When you say 

palabra, you have the word. It’s your time to speak, you speak your truths, and there’s 

nothing more powerful than that. 

According to Justin, the age, profession, or circumstances of men were irrelevant in the 

circle because all men were equal and men had to respect and acknowledge this reality, 

especially because they had palabra or their word. To Justin, palabra was not only powerful, but 

it also kept him going back to the group because it helped him overcome the feeling that he did 

not have a voice, or the feeling that no one listened to him or that what he had to say was not 

important. In the círculo, he felt that had a voice. Accordingly, when men said palabra, they 
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were given the word to speak their truths and Justin felt that this was the most powerful aspect of 

the círculo. 

Self-reflection and Seeing Self in Others   

Being hinged in dialogue, the Circulo de Hombres provided men (N=5) with a space to 

engage in self-reflection, changed them, and allowed them to see themselves in others. Alonzo, 

Cinco, and Enrique stated that the circulo offered men a constant process of self-reflection 

because within the circulo, men listened to the experiences of others and they examined and 

deconstructed their own actions. Echoing these men, Joe said that the dialogue space of the 

circulo taught him to understand himself and see himself in others. He stated:   

Yeah, 100% it changed me. It taught me how to see myself and others. Taught me stuff 

because the hatred you have, what you think is for others sometimes is for yourself. And 

you start seeing that those across the freeway, or those guys across whatever street, 

they're going through the same shit you are. If they have a dad, he's an a-hole, or they 

don't have a dad, or they didn't grow up with their dad. They have a mom, she's either 

messed up or she's working too much. They're going through damn near the same 

diagram we are. And it's a reflection of ourselves and that's why we don't like them. 

The Circulo de Hombres completely changed Joe and taught him how to see himself in others, 

especially with those who came from a similar socio-economic background as he did. Joe 

highlighted that the circulo taught him that the anger and hate that he thought he once had for 

others was towards himself. According to Joe, through his participation in the group, he was able 

to see the similarities that he had with others. He realized that as young men from different 

neighborhoods experienced similar things, such as coming from a single-parent household, 

growing up with an abusive father, or parents work too much, these experiences reflected their 
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own realities and thus, at times, young men did not like each other because they were 

experiencing similar situations. 

Echoing Joe, Jose maintained that dialogue space of the círculo allowed men to vent and 

self-reflect to make better decisions. He stated: 

You get to go to the círculo, you get to vent. You get to talk, you get to create dialogue 

you get to listen, but not just all that. You get to hear from other people's experiences that 

may connect with yours. And so, you can reflect on that and then go, “Oh, okay. Now, I 

know how to possibly handle the situation better.” So, I went home, and I apologized to 

my wife and I said, “Hey, look! I'm so sorry.” It just helps me deconstruct this evil that I 

sometimes have. This pride that I sometimes have, that I think I'm the shit. And it makes 

me remember Jose, we're all equal. We're all equal and the círculo helps me figure that 

out and reminds me to be more peaceful in my conversations.  

Jose maintained that the círculo allowed men to vent and talk, and through its dialogue space, 

men also listened. He added that men were able listen to the experiences of others, and they 

could connect them with theirs. As a result, the círculo allowed men to reflect and realize how 

they could have handled some situations better. Jose provided the example of how one time, he 

went home and apologized to his wife after he attended a circle and realized he had made a 

mistake. He added that the círculo allowed him to deconstruct the negativity that he sometimes 

had and the pride that makes him feel arrogant. The círculo reminded Jose that everyone was 

equal. Thus, through the círculo, Jose was reminded that all people were equal, and it helped him 

learn to be more peaceful in his conversations.  

Being Human and a Critique on Masculinities 
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The dialogue within the círculo provided some men (N=2) the chance to explore the 

concepts of being human and masculinity. Geraldo stated that within the dialogue space of the 

círculo, men explored the question of being human and how they could accept one another. 

Additionally, he believed that men could learn humility, the Red Road, and how to break 

stereotypes associated with masculinity.  

Like Geraldo, Rodolfo affirmed that the circulo helped change him and to always think 

critically about the different types of masculinities and not assume any homogenous answers of 

what a man was because there was competing definitions of gender and gendered systems. 

Consequently, he saw positive aspects of the group and did not refrain from offering critiques or 

sharing “blind spots” associated with it. Rodolfo stated that, with all due respect, every year, the 

men talked about the same issues at Annual Men’s Gathering, such as sexism and machismo, etc. 

Whereas men did the work of talking about these issues, he felt that men never moved toward 

doing work and holding each other accountable in a loving manner “with some teeth.” He 

believed that the círculo needed to be more than a confessional space and if men made mistakes, 

then there had to be consequences. Rodolfo acknowledged that, while the círculo was a 

forerunner in doing restorative justice work, the question remained as to whether its work was 

transformative justice. As a result, if men made mistakes and made the excuse that they were 

human, then to him that was a cop out and men needed to hold themselves to a higher standard. 

Rodolfo stated: 

We need to do better than that. And again, it's hard to not make that political, because 

everything is political. If we understand that colonization is a process of dehumanization, 

and we weren't deemed human. We need to be human and we need to rehumanize 

ourselves, I'm sorry but that thing that was a human is very low mediocre standard. We 
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have to be more than human. I don't want to be that man, that's a shitty standard of a man. 

So, when people say we're only human, it's okay, no that was a low standard to begin 

with, we have to have a higher standard for ourselves. Especially when we claim to be 

about this work. And so that's where over time, I still think it serves as a valid space and 

important space for those men who don't have an avenue to express themselves, but I do 

worry that there's still that transformative aspect that's lacking. It's transformative to the 

extent that it helps men through self-esteem and moral in the sunken place, to lift 

themselves back up. But in terms of what, I think the original intention and purpose of the 

círculo was, in terms of actual transformation to become better men, I think there's still a 

lot of work for us to be done there. 

Rodolfo asserted that men of the círculo needed to hold themselves accountable for their 

actions and that everything was political in nature. Recognizing that colonization instilled a 

process of dehumanization, in which Chicanos were deemed as less than human, the process of 

re-humanization needed to move away from a lower or mediocre standard of a man to a higher or 

supernatural standard. So, as people said that Chicanos were simply human, Rodolfo thought that 

this was initially a low standard and thus, Chicanos needed a higher standard for themselves, 

especially if they were going to say they were engaging in transformative work. Despite his 

critique, Rodolfo believed that the círculo offered a significant and effective space for men to 

express themselves through dialogue but had setbacks about it still lacking transformative 

elements. Additionally, he believed that the círculo accomplished some transformative aspects, 

such as helping men redeem themselves when they were struggling with self-esteem and moral 

issues. While Rodolfo believed that the original function of the group was to help transform to 

men to become better, there was still a lot of work for the men to carry out.  
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Ceremonial Dialogue  

Whereas the dialogue space of the círculo allowed men to self-reflect and make better 

decisions, to other men (N=5), dialogue was ceremonial. According to Vincent: 

The impressive part to me is they can hear other men and hear other men speak and they 

can express themselves with these other men. That's a dialogue. Just like people want to 

talk about, “oh we don't sit down and eat dinner with the family anymore.” It's like that. 

It's like sitting down with the family and sharing our experience. That in itself is an 

experience that a lot of people don't practice. It's definitely a learning, almost like a 

ceremony, a learning ceremony to me. It includes the body, the heart and the spirit. 

Includes all of your humanness.   

Vincent maintained that an impressive aspect of the círculo was sharing and listening the 

perspectives of different men. Such practice constituted dialogue to Vincent. He mentioned that 

while some people said that they no longer sat down and had dinner with their families, this was 

the exact practice that the men of the círculo engaged in. Men of the círculo sat with each other, 

ate with each other, and shared their experiences with one another. While dialogue was a 

learning experience, Vincent argued that it was a learning ceremony because it involved one’s 

body, heart, and spirit or all their humanness.  

The dialogue space of the círculo not only allowed men to learn about values and 

principles, but also instilled them in men. Additionally, as a ceremonial space, the círculo 

allowed the men to develop their own values and principles and provided a means through which 

they could be passed on to others. According to Alvaro, in the dialogue space of the círculo, men 

could learn to let their hearts speak by giving their hearts voice and learn that they were not 

alone. Rather than men suppressing their feelings, he added that the círculo allowed them to 
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validate each other’s feelings and through this process, men honored and acknowledged one 

another, giving them balance and a sense of connection. Echoing Alvaro, Dominick said that 

men could learn how to be sincere with another and to have palabra or word. Dominick believed 

that these were the virtues that his ancestors cultivated, and it was important to fertilize them, 

make them shine and grow, and expand them.  

Extending Dominick, Rigoberto maintained that the values learned in the círculo were a 

long-term investment and because he watered them, they grew. Sharing the teaching of 

relationship and the time and dedication that he invested in it, he added that men reaped the 

benefits in accordance to the time and investment they put onto things. By keeping his palabra 

and commitment to the ways and teachings of the círculo, Rigoberto mentioned that his spiritual 

rewards were the direct result of this investment and they taught him humility. Accordingly, 

Rigoberto said that to enjoy the círculo and its benefits, men needed to see value in themselves 

and had to be consistent with their palabra within the dialogue space of the círculo.  

Paralleling Rigoberto, Valentino mentioned that what other men could learn from the 

dialogue space of the círculo was self-worth. Valentino affirmed:  

Self-worth. Essentially, it's kind of saying, learning how to value yourself. Seeing 

yourself in a positive light. Not as a fuck up, not as an at-risk youth, not as an at-risk 

young man. And to me, one of the fundamental ideas about that, it's kind of like saying 

I'm sacred. Think about, just to create a human being is a miracle, it's a sacred thing, that 

means that all of us are sacred. So, as men, the círculo allows us to understand our 

sacredness and through that, we're able to instill that sacredness among our families, 

amongst our relatives, you know what I mean? 
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According to Valentino, trough the círculo, other men could learn how to value themselves and 

see themselves in a positive light. Rather than men and young men seeing themselves through a 

deficit-based perspective, such as being at-risk or as a failure, a fundamental component of the 

círculo was for men to see themselves as being sacred. Valentino believed that the creation of a 

human life was a miracle, and this process was something sacred and thus, everyone was sacred. 

Therefore, the círculo allowed men to understand that they were sacred, and men were able to 

pass this on to their families and relatives. 

 In the next chapter, I present the second set of finding of this study. Whereas the first 

theme was change through dialogue, the second largest theme was Indigenous spirituality. This 

section was not only retrospective for many of these men, but almost all of them considered 

themselves spiritual. Additionally, many of them affirmed that the círculo changed their spiritual 

views and as spirituality was directly connected to the question of being human, it was 

imperative to describe how men understood this concept. Given that the círculo was an 

Indigenous-based group and many of the men grew up as Catholics, Indigeneity in association to 

spirituality was key to understand their worldview on the question of being human (Rodriguez, 

2014; Cordova, 2007).    
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CHAPTER 5: FINDINGS II: INDIGENOUS SPIRITUALITY 

This section highlighted the spiritual views of 50 men of the Circulo de Hombres in San 

Diego. Specifically, it addressed how the men navigated and negotiated their spiritual views with 

those that were bestowed or imposed on them growing up and/or those that they embodied while 

participating in the group. In sum, men not only were influenced by an Indigenous form of 

spirituality that was practiced by the men of the Circulo de Hombres, but also navigated and 

negotiated different perspectives. Given that this group of came from a culture, which had 

experienced what Rodriguez (2014) termed as de-Indigenization by the forces of colonization 

and empire, Indigenous or Indigeneity was not only understood in relation to ethnicity and 

behavior, but also with having pre-Columbian roots in this continent and less to do with having a 

connection to the land. Additionally, Indigenous spirituality was rooted in de-colonialism.  

The views of the men were broken down into five categories: 1. Secular (N=2).  These 

men did not mention religion. 2. Secular and Indigenous (N=4).  These men either did not 

mention any religion or stated that they were not religious. 3. Catholic or Christian and 

Indigenous (N=5). Whereas three of these men embodied both beliefs equally, the other two men 

inclined more towards their Indigenous beliefs that they learned through the circle. 4. Critical 

(Indigenous and critical of Catholicism or Christianity) (N=21). There were degrees in terms of 

how critical men’s views were about religion. Seven men took a critical approach and questioned 

the validity or structure of religion; eight men took a very critical position against Catholicism 

and/or Christianity, expressing a strong disdain against church beliefs and practices; and six men 

took an extreme critical approach, using curse words or stating that they hated the church. 5. 

Indigenous (N=18). These men expressed their views on spirituality in solely Indigenous-based 

terms. Table 5.1 shows the spiritual beliefs of all men. 
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Table 5.1   

Participant Demographics 

 

“Name” 

 

Age Sexual 

Orientation 

Race/Ethnicity Religion Education Marital 

Status 

Children Employment Income 

($) 

Spiritual 

Beliefs 

Adam 45 Heterosexual Chicano Indigenous/ 

Unaffiliated 

Catholic 

Master’s Married 2 Adjunct/Lecturer 40,000 Indigenous 

Adrian 35 Heterosexual Chicano Indigenous Master’s Single 0 Educator 55,000 Indigenous 

Alex 37 Heterosexual Mexican 

American 

Spirituality Some 

College 

Single 0 Emergency Medicine 

Technician  

70,000 Indigenous 

Alonzo 74 Heterosexual Chicano 

Mexican 

Indigenous  Bachelor’s Single 4 Self-employed 26,500 Indigenous 

Alvaro  33 Heterosexual Human Spirituality Bachelor’s Single 0 Self-employed 25,000 Indigenous 
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Bernardo 64 Heterosexual Mexican 

Chicano 

Not sure  PhD Single 3 Professor 100,000 Indigenous 

Bobby 34 Heterosexual Mexican Native High School Married 1 Leasing Agent 30,000 Catholic & 

Indigenous 

Carlito 37 Heterosexual Mexican Catholic Master’s Married 2 CTE Instructor/Media 

Producer 

75,000 Catholic & 

Indigenous 

Carmelo 33 Heterosexual Chicano Unaffiliated Some 

College 

Married 3 Construction  60,000 Critical  

Chavez 45 Heterosexual Chicano Non-

Practicing 

Catholic 

Master’s Married 3 Educator 100,000 Critical 

Cinco  39 Heterosexual Native 

American/ 

Indigenous 

Spirituality Master’s Married 3 Program Manager  56,000 Indigenous 
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Cruz 35 Heterosexual Mexican Indigenous Some  

High School  

Single 3 Uber/Lyft 72,000 Extremely 

Critical  

Cuba 39 Heterosexual Mexican Atheist Bachelor’s Single 0 Educator 50,000 Indigenous 

Daniel 27 Heterosexual Chicano None Bachelor’s Married 0 Case Manager  40,000 Extremely 

Critical 

Diego 30 Heterosexual Chicano Native 

American 

spirituality 

High School Married 3 Deliverer 40,000 Critical  

Dominick 66 Heterosexual Indigenous/ 

Mestizo 

Catholic High School Married 2 Community Organizer 45,000 Indigenous 

Enrique 45 Heterosexual Mexican 

American 

None Bachelor’s Divorced  2 Teacher  75,000 Indigenous 

Fernando 30 Heterosexual Chicano Native 

American 

Spirituality 

MD Single 0 Doctor 58,000 Catholic & 

Indigenous 
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George  31 Heterosexual Chicano God Some 

College 

Married 2 Custodial/Maintenance 

Supervisor 

38,000 Very 

Critical 

Geraldo 42 Bisexual  Chicano Native 

Ceremonies/ 

Buddhism 

PhD  

Student 

Married 3 High School Principal 115,000 Extremely 

Critical 

Gilbert 37 Heterosexual Chicano Islam Master’s Married 2 Teacher 60,000 Critical 

Gonzalo 38 Heterosexual Mexican None Associate’s Divorced 1 Drywall Finisher 102,000 Very 

Critical 

Guzman 31 Heterosexual Chicano None Some 

College 

Single 0 Screen Printer 24,000 Very 

Critical 

Humberto 40 Heterosexual Native Chicano Spirituality Continuation 

School 

Single 2 Teacher/Artist 50,000 Extremely 

Critical 

Isaiah  48 Heterosexual Chicano Spirituality Some 

College 

Married 3 Banker 110,000 Secular 
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Jacob 41 Heterosexual Chicano Christian Some 

College 

Married 6 Carpenter 45,000 Christian 

& 

Indigenous  

James 49 Heterosexual Chicano Catholic Master’s Married 2 Teacher 120,000 Secular & 

Indigenous  

Jeronimo 48 Heterosexual Mexican Spirituality Master’s Single 0 Coordinator/ 

Instructor 

60,000 Indigenous 

Joaquin 24 Heterosexual Chicano None Some 

College 

Single 1 Administrative 33,000 Critical 

Joe 26 Heterosexual Chicano Unaffiliated Bachelor’s Married 1 Social Service 25,000 Very 

Critical  

Jose 33 Heterosexual Mexican 

American 

Christian/ 

Monism 

Bachelor’s  Married 3 Content Creator 

/Speaker 

80,000 Secular & 

Indigenous 

Josue 44 Heterosexual Chicano/ 

Indigenous 

None Master’s Married 4 Social Worker 60,000 Indigenous 
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Julian 34 Heterosexual Chicano Native 

American 

Associate’s Married 2 Medical Assistant 47,000 Very 

Critical 

Justin 50 Heterosexual Chicano/ 

Boricua 

Pan Native Master’s Single 0 Community College 70,000 Indigenous 

Lalo 31 Heterosexual Brown Spirituality High School Single 1 Unemployed 5,000 Secular & 

Indigenous 

Lamar 46 Heterosexual Native 

American/ 

Cora 

Spiritual Teaching 

Credential 

Married 6 Learner for Life 55,000 Indigenous 

Lazaro 46 Heterosexual Chicano/ 

Latino 

Catholic/ 

Native 

Teachings 

Master’s Married 4 Director of Operations 80,000 Critical  

Leo 36 Heterosexual Mexican 

American 

Native 

American 

spirituality 

Some 

College 

Single 0 Mechanic 80,000 Very 

Critical 
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Mazalotzin 50 Heterosexual Human/ Native 

American/ 

African 

Descent 

Native Bachelor’s Married 1 Educator 120,000 Indigenous 

Martin 42 Heterosexual Chicano/ 

Native 

American 

Spirituality Master’s Married 0 Restorative Justice 

Practice counselor 

72,000 Indigenous 

Max 43 Heterosexual Chicano/ White Recovering 

Catholic 

JD Single 0 Lawyer 115,000 Extremely 

Critical 

Nathan 55 Heterosexual Mexican/ 

Filipino 

Catholic Associate’s Married 4 Social Worker 52,000 Very 

Critical 

Orlando 21 Heterosexual Chicano/ 

Indigenous  

None High School Single 0 Chef 30,000 Secular 
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Oscar 43 Heterosexual Chicano/ 

Native 

American 

Catholic/ 

Native 

American 

Church 

Bachelor’s Married 5 Special Education 

Teacher/Restorative 

Justice 

87,000 Catholic & 

Indigenous 

Rigoberto 44 Heterosexual Chicano Catholic/ 

Indigenous 

Spirituality 

PhD Married 3 Dean of Students/ 

Adjunct 

80,000 Indigenous 

Rodolfo 39 Heterosexual Chicano None PhD Married 0 Associate Professor 80,000 Critical  

Roger 23 Heterosexual Chicano None Bachelor’s Single 0 College/Career lead 10,000 Very 

Critical 

Santos 34 Heteroflexible  Mexican/ 

Indian 

Indigenous Some 

College 

Single 1 Renovator 4,000 Indigenous 

Valentino 35 Heterosexual Chicano None Bachelor’s Married 1 Social Services 45,000 Extremely 

Critical 
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Vincent 70 Heterosexual Chicano Respectful 

Indigenous 

Bachelor’s Single 2 Muralist/Retired 

Educator 

Retired Secular & 

Indigenous 
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From the fifty (N=50) men, forty-six (N=46) men responded that the circulo influenced 

them to become more spiritual. However, three (N=3) men (Adam, Gonzalo, and Oscar) 

responded that the circulo did not influence them to become spiritual because they were already 

spiritual and one (N=1) man (Orlando) stated that he was not spiritual at all. In other words, 

forty-nine (N=49) of the men described themselves as spiritual and only one (N=1) man 

(Orlando) said he was not, yet he acknowledged how much the círculo helped others. Although 

the men’s Indigenous spirituality beliefs were broken into five categories, all their views were 

placed into subthemes after they were analyzed. The eleven subthemes were as follows: 

connection, stronger beliefs, the role of the sweat lodge, spiritual foundation, already spiritual, 

peace or balance, prayer, clarity and direction, always critical, commitment for life, and spiritual, 

yet human. These subthemes reflected the order in terms of majority to the less common. 

Connection 

 The concept of connection was the largest subtheme that emerged in relation to 

Indigenous spirituality. Eighteen (N=18) men responded that connection was the most important 

aspect of the círculo. Subsequently, sixteen (N=16) men stated that círculo changed their views 

on spirituality, one (N=1) man stated that connection was the purpose of the círculo, and another 

(N=1) man touched on the relational aspect of the círculo and was aggregated to this group. 

Additionally, ten of these men grew up in the Catholic religion and eleven men were critical 

about Catholicism or Christianity and described their views of Indigenous spirituality in 

contraposition to religion or the church. Only one man in this section reconciled his Indigenous 

spiritual views with Catholicism.  

 Spiritual Connection and Critical  
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Ten (N=10) of the men affirmed that the group did change their views on Indigenous 

spirituality, and these men addressed the concept of connection in a critical manner. While 

Gilbert, Joaquin, Roger, Chavez, Nathan, Carmelo, George, Julian, and Leo grew up as Catholics 

and Roger grew up as a Christian, they were all critical of religion institutions. Also, where 

Geraldo described himself as an atheist or agnostic, his involvement with the circulo and being 

connected to ceremony was what made him become more spiritual. Gilbert and Joaquin both 

grew up as Catholics and it was through the circle that they became spiritual. As Gilbert taught 

ethnic studies in a high school, he not only taught his students what he learned in the circle, 

precisely that peoples of all races and ethnicities ought to reconnect with their Indigenous roots 

but also that all people needed to connect to “Indigenous spirituality” because human beings 

were universal and comprised of one race. Similarly, Joaquin mentioned that the teachings and 

stories that he learned in the círculo allowed him to feel a connection with his traditional culture 

and that made him become more spiritual.  

Roger, Chavez, and Nathan were not only critical about religion and were disenchanted 

with the “dogmatic lens” of Christianity or the conventional constructs of Catholicism, especially 

how these religions were imposed on people but also believed that the círculo allowed men to 

connect spiritually with a Higher Power or with other men. Whereas Roger and Nathan believed 

that the spiritual connection that men often felt and talked about in the círculo went beyond 

science and through its results changed the perspectives of men, Chavez believed that there was 

validity to the traditional ways of his ancestors that was passed on to Chicanos through the sweat 

lodge and prayer. For these, men respecting the different religious beliefs of other people was 

important to them.  
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Similarly, as Carmelo and George learned about their traditional culture, this changed 

their spiritual views, especially when they started attending sweat lodge ceremonies. Whereas 

Carmelo argued that religions only told the positive version of their story, George stated that he 

never liked the church. According to Carmelo, sweat lodge ceremonies allowed him to connect 

with his “inner-self” and it felt like it was a more natural way to go back to his roots where he 

felt “at home.” For George, ceremonies not only connected him to “Natives, la Raza, especially 

Native Americans,” but he also believed that he was walking the Red Road in how he carried 

himself, burning sage, and living by the principles that he learned in the circulo.  

 Echoing these men, Leo and Julian emphasized the simplicity of their traditional ways in 

relation to the connection. While Leo grew up as a Catholic, he always questioned his parents’ 

beliefs. After learning his ancestral ways and the diverse ways that Indigenous peoples prayed 

and connected to the Creator through the sweat lodge, Leo maintained that he preferred praying 

to God, using a simple song, chants, and through the burning of plants and herbs or medicine, 

which for thousands of years have been used to help heal people. Like Leo, connecting to his 

traditional ways was also simpler for Julian. He stated:  

I consider myself spiritual. And it gets more simple, if you have to compare Catholic over 

Christianity, it's all about the book of man, and I'm referring to the Bible. They quote 

scriptures and they try to live by the scriptures. In our culture, when it comes to 

spirituality, it's more simple. It's about being in tune with Mother Nature. Giving thanks 

to Grandfather Sky and going back to the mother's womb inside the sweat lodge. It's a 

simpler thing. You don't get reprimanded if you done something wrong. As Christianity 

says, if you sin you have to ask for forgiveness. For us it's about, you know you fucked 
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up, what can you do to make it better? It's not so much of a guilt trip, it's a simple way of 

living. 

Julian not only considered himself spiritual, but also when contrasting Indigenous 

traditional ways versus Christianity and Catholicism, the former proved to be far simpler. 

Whereas the latter used a man-made book and tried to live by scriptures, in his culture, Julian 

argued that Indigenous spirituality was about being in relation with Mother Nature, expressing 

gratitude to Grandfather Sky, and returning to Mother Earth’s womb when going inside a sweat 

lodge ceremony. Julian added that in his culture, things were simpler because one was not 

reprimanded for doing something wrong. Unlike Christianity where a man asked to be forgiven 

for sins, in his traditional ways, Julian maintained that one acknowledged that he made a mistake 

and asked how he could do to things better and not necessarily dwelt on guilt.  

Spiritual Connection and Indigeneity  

Unlike the previous men, the Circulo de Hombres not only facilitated for six (N=6) men 

to connect spiritually with themselves and others, but also helped them connect with Indigenous 

spirituality. Justin, Alvaro, Bernardo, Dominick, Adrian, and Mazalotzin addressed how they 

connected with Indigenous spirituality and made little or no mention of religion. Justin and 

Alvaro both considered themselves very spiritual people. Justin emphasized that he was not 

religious, and Alvaro affirmed that he had been called by the Creator to partake in a deep 

spiritual training, what people called, Shamanism. Whereas Justin added that through the Annual 

Men’s Gathering and monthly circulo meetings men burned sage, cleanse themselves and 

experienced a sense of healing, reflected, prayed, and used spiritual language such as, “the 

Creator, the Great Spirit,” connecting to Indigenous spirituality, Alvaro said that he detached 

himself from the group because he felt that some men did not understand his calling to become a 
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healer, especially as he was learning to connect to people’s energy and embodying the universal 

concept of relationship.  

Similarly, Bernardo stressed that the circulo changed his appreciation of relationships and 

connection to others because experiences travel through the air and there was no better word 

other than “spirit” to describe this reality. Bernardo maintained that all people were not only 

spiritual, but also that spirituality was a double-edge sword because when people embodied it, 

they had spirit, breath, and air, and a spiritual person, therefore, had life. Bernardo asserted that 

being spiritual meant that you were connected, and spirituality was embodied because it was not 

simply air. Bernardo defended that human beings also had a body and they needed to accept it 

and not reject it. Bernardo mentioned that when a person was in spiritual turmoil, it meant that he 

was neither manifesting the breath that existed within him nor expressing through his actions, 

creativeness, song, or dance because it was locked in his body, not free, and burdensome. 

Bernardo believed that being spiritual meant being connected to his physical body, allowing light 

to pass through him to the point where he accepted and enjoyed digging in the earth, holding his 

grandkids, and having sexual relations with his wife, a spiritual experience not a mechanical one.  

Dominick affirmed that it was having a connection to the circulo that allowed him to 

understand what was called spirituality. He mentioned that there was something grand and 

wonderful in the universe, that was also found in plants, in water, air, sun, and the earth, and this 

universal love helped men grow and understand this wonder. Similarly, Adrian developed a deep 

spiritual connection with others and himself through the círculo. According to Adrian, the 

circulo’s sweat lodge ceremony not only made him a brand-new person, the first time he came 

out of one, but also made him feel more at peace with everything around him. From this 

experience, Adrian felt he was reborn in a manner that was more spiritual. Going inside the 
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sweat lodge was a process to him and the earth, the smells, and the different concepts that arose 

from it were healing to him. Adrian mentioned that his experience in the sweat lodge helped 

filled a void that existed inside of him. Reminiscing when he was young and attended church and 

listened to the sermon of the day, Adrian claimed that that he felt that people in church did not 

have a deep connection like the one he had with the circulo because people fell asleep in mass. 

Thus, for Adrian, the different ceremonies that he participated with the circulo allowed him to 

spiritually connect with his Higher Power.  

Extending Adrian, Mazalotzin shared a poem about the collective connection found 

within the circulo. Mazalotzin read: 

The men's circle is a collaborative sermon. Not one man reading from an old book. One 

journey heals another wound. One journey heals other wounds. Unscripted, guided by 

pain, confusion, humor, knowledge, sweet grass, copal, sage at our side. The men's circle 

is a collaborative sermon.  

According to Mazalotzin, the Circulo de Hombres was a collaborative sermon and did not utilize 

an old book, but men simply shared their journeys. Additionally, all meetings were unscripted 

and there was never a script, or an agenda and men often shared their experiences. Mazalotzin 

stated that as men experienced things in their lives and shared them with the group, the wounds 

of one man often helped healed the wounds of another man. Men were also guided by pain, 

confusion, humor, knowledge, and utilized herbs and plants, such as sweet grass, sage, and copal. 

Mazalotzin reiterated that being guided by confusion, pain, humor, and knowledge was unlike 

any Western structure because the men in the circle never read from a book or had a script. Thus, 

the circle offered a collective sermon through connection.  

Relational Aspect of the Circulo 
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Whereas several of the men argued that the circulo influenced them to change their views 

on spirituality and connection was the most important factor, one man maintained that the 

relational aspect of the circulo was the most crucial aspect of the group. Humberto fully 

immersed himself in his traditional cultural ways, learning about his relation to “the Tree of 

Life.” Growing up as a Catholic, Humberto said that he was kicked out of catechism and he 

always had a problem with these institutions. He later realized that he had been defiant with the 

church so that he could keep elements of his traditional Indigenous ways alive and take care of 

things, such as songs and stories. Humberto claimed that this relational understanding came at a 

right time and that he started to feel that he had a purpose. Consequently, he gave Indigenous 

names to his daughters and he taught them that they were Native and not Catholic. Humberto 

added: 

My kids are growing up saying, “Native is the land of these people.” My goal is to take 

them to Mexico and say, “this is where we’re originally from,” and also this whole 

continent, this is our land. We’re all similar people. So, the spirituality and the land, I tie 

it all together. Today, yes, I burned sage, yes, I gave thanks. I’m thankful to the Creator, 

to the Grandfather, to Mother Earth. You know I have to learn about this stuff that I’m 

painting, and I get deeper into it, too. What do these images mean? What are they? Where 

do they come from? 

Not only did Humberto teach his children that they were Native, but he also taught them 

that the land was Indigenous. Also, he hoped to take his children to Mexico and teach them about 

their roots, and that the whole continent belonged to Indigenous peoples as all Native peoples 

possessed similarities. Consequently, the question of spirituality and the land was inseparable to 

Humberto. He continued to pray and burned sage and gave thanks to Grandfather and Mother 
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Earth. Also, being a muralist, Humberto continued to learn more about his traditional culture, 

acquiring a deeper understanding of the images that he painted, their signification, what they 

were, and where they came from.  

 (Re)Connection was the Circulo’s Purpose  

Whereas Humberto addressed the relational aspects of the circulo, Rigoberto extended 

this concept through the concept of (re)connection arguing that what the circulo accomplished 

and the group’s purpose were in partnership, and it was related to the concept of (re)connection. 

Rigoberto stated:  

It's about reconnecting individuals to their sacredness and reconnecting them to the 

sacredness of others so that within community we can grow, heal, deal, be real, speak, 

and be listened to and it's about that relational experience, about giving and receiving. 

And that's the purpose of this circle and it's about connection reconnection. Because on 

the day in and day out when we leave this world and we do some crazy things, and so the 

circle reconnects us to our sacred purpose to our sacredness. To the sacredness of each 

other. I say if we didn't need to be reconnected then, then it's because we're always in 

circle, and then there would be no circle. And that's deep right there. Because if the circle 

is about reconnecting and didn't need to be reconnected there would be no such thing as a 

circle because it would be the always and we wouldn't know it. The only reason we can 

call the circle is because we see a community of people coming together to meet and talk. 

If it was always in place every single day, we wouldn't know what to call it because it 

was already in existence. It would just be normal, right… So, this sage here is about you 

reconnecting. This right here is about you reconnecting. This is about you reconnecting to 

your spirit. To your sacred purpose. So, I feel the circle does that. Every ceremony I feel 
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is about us reconnecting to our sacredness and the sacredness of others. The sacredness of 

the Earth, so I feel the circle's no different. It's about how us humans really try to 

reconnect because we live in a space that is continuously taking from us. Maybe that's 

why the circle is so much stronger in some youth who are so wounded because that 

connection is very strong for them to be reconnected to who they are. 

Rigoberto maintained that the sole purpose of the circulo was to reconnect men to the 

sacredness of others and their own so that the community would grow, heal, speak, and be 

listened to, through a relational experience of giving and receiving. To Rigoberto, connection 

and reconnection were inseparable because when it came to the everyday experiences of men, 

and men left the circulo realm and engaged in senseless things, the circulo helped men to 

reconnect each other’s sacredness. Rigoberto believed that if men did not need reconnection, 

then there would be no need for circulo because men would always be in circulo or ceremony. 

According to Rigoberto, the circulo could only be called as such because it was comprised of a 

group of people who came together to dialogue and if it took place every day, then there would 

be no need for reconnection because it would be the norm. Consequently, elements of the 

circulo, such as the sage that was burned also served a function in helping men reconnect to their 

spirit, their sacred purpose. Rigoberto maintained that the circulo not only fulfilled this end, but 

also that the purpose of every ceremony was to reconnect one to one’s sacredness and that of 

others, even the sacredness of Mother Earth. As human beings lived within a social order that 

caused them to become off balance by constantly taking their energies from them, Rigoberto 

believed that the circle resonated more with youth who were deeply wounded as the connection 

portion of the circulo was stronger for them to reconnect to who they were.  

Stronger Beliefs 
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Eight (N=8) of the men stated that the Circulo de Hombres made their views on 

spirituality stronger. Fernando and Oscar reconciled both their Indigenous and Catholic views on 

spirituality and affirmed that the circulo made their beliefs stronger. Fernando grew up as a 

Catholic, later became culturally Catholic, and held deep respect for the Virgen de Guadalupe. 

Fernando maintained that he appreciated that Catholicism honored Mother Earth as she was 

represented by the Virgin Mary. He added that the circulo influenced him to become more 

spiritual, respect women, and through his Indigenous ways, he expressed gratitude daily. 

Similarly, Oscar also reconciled Catholic and Indigenous-based beliefs, stressing that the circulo 

did not change his beliefs because he was already spiritual, but that the group did make his 

beliefs stronger. Oscar admitted that a lot of people were surprised that he was Catholic and that 

he continued to follow that tradition and respect other people’s beliefs. However, he added that 

when all men came to palabra or circulo, all were Indigenous. Oscar claimed that when men 

became involved in the circulo, they walked a Native road and thus, his involvement with the 

group enhanced his Indigenous-based beliefs.  

Men like Joe remained very critical of religious institutions and his views on spirituality 

were enhanced by the círculo. Joe was never religious and maintained that his traditional culture 

only confirmed that Christianity and Catholicism was not “our system.” Unlike Christianity and 

Catholicism, Joe argued that Indigenous spiritual beliefs were not forced on anyone and he 

refused to believe that a Caucasian bearded man was in the clouds, dictating whether human 

beings were good or bad, and added that he was unsure whether he described Jesus or Santa 

Clause. Spirituality, Joe upheld, had to do with the wind that was felt, the sun one saw, and the 

ground one walked on because one could see, touch, and feel these elements. Subsequently, he 

emphasized that the sweat lodge gave him many life lessons of himself and a physical cleansing.  
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For Enrique, Cinco, Josue, Rigoberto, and Cuba, the circulo changed their views and 

enhanced their Indigenous-based beliefs. Enrique mentioned that though he was already spiritual, 

he experienced some things with the círculo that he had no other way but to describe them as 

“spiritual” and thus, he became more spiritual through these experiences. Similarly, Cinco 

maintained that his beliefs were enhanced and woken up by the circulo because they were 

dormant. Cinco had always been spiritual and the circulo allowed him to connect with the 

ceremonial fire, the teachings of the circle and relatives, and Mother Earth. Like Cinco, Josue 

stated that he already possessed spiritual views and connection, and that the circulo brought his 

beliefs to a deeper level. Consequently, because of the circulo, Josue went on to become a sun 

dancer, married a very spiritual person, and raised his children through ceremony. Like Josue, 

Rigoberto maintained that his views did not change but grew. Through the circulo, Rigoberto 

articulated that the circulo watered his spirit and exposed him to different traditions and 

ceremonies, ranging from participating in a Buddhist monastery with the Thich Nhat Hanh, 

Sundance, vision quest, and even surfing. Rigoberto mentioned that the ocean was medicine and 

fed his spirit. Mirroring Rigoberto, the Circulo de Hombres reinforced Cuba’s beliefs. Cuba 

affirmed:  

It just reinforced; it gave me a place for me to practice the things I was practicing on my 

own… And it really had an authentic place for us to practice our spirituality without any 

of the added baggage… There's this word in Nahuatl that describes colonization. There's 

a word for decolonization. The word in Nahuatl, it's like taking a jar and ripping it apart. 

Taking something and just ripping the top off. I feel like the circulo is like we're all 

trying to put some of those pieces back. A lot of that jar is left. A lot of pieces are there, 

and then the circulo is another place where there's people working together to try to fix or 
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adjust part of our humanity. Like who we are… Our people survived literally survived on 

the continent… In our land, on our land, most of the people survived hardship because of 

corn. Because of the cultivation of corn in Tehuacán. The oldest evidence of corn is in 

Tehuacán Valley. You know corn is so powerful because it is human modified… And in 

the creation story it talks about that crop… Our ancestors knew about the evolution of the 

corn and they knew it evolved because they did it… And so, when something gives you 

life, when a crop has given you life, you say that your blood is from that, of that 'cause 

we eat a lot of corn. Everything we depend on has to do with corn. Chilaquiles, 

enchiladas, tostadas. I met people from South America, and they're like you guys eat 

everything with tortilla. And then when you start describing things, describe Mexican 

plates. Then you realize everything does have tortilla. But there's a creation story about 

the corn. 

Cuba maintained that the circulo not only reinforced his Indigenous spiritual beliefs, but 

also gave him a place to practice these traditional ways in an authentic manner without burdens 

and impediments. Cuba mentioned that the term colonization existed in the Nahuatl language and 

when the term decolonization was added to the analysis, it was equivalent to taking a jar apart 

and ripping its top off. Cuba felt that the men of the circulo were committed to putting the pieces 

of their traditional culture together through the process of decolonization, fixing and adjusting 

their humanity. Cuba asserted that his people not only were Indigenous but also survived the 

invasion of their land and did so because of the sustenance of corn. After corn was cultivated in 

the Valley of Tehuacán and was modified by human beings, this made corn a very powerful 

plant and this was why it was talked about in a creation story. According to Cuba, his ancestors 

created corn and knew its evolution and because this sustenance gave them life, they claimed that 
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their blood came from corn as it was eaten a lot. All food that Indigenous people depended on, 

Cuba argued, was made from corn, especially tortillas. Accordingly, corn was part of an 

Indigenous people’s creation story and many Mexican plates were made from it.  

The Role of Sweat Lodge  

Six (N=6) of the men affirmed that the Circulo de Hombres changed their views on 

spirituality, and they mentioned that the sweat lodge was a crucial component in this process. 

Although he grew up as a Catholic, praying to the Virgen de Guadalupe and going to church 

with his grandmother, Bobby always questioned who God was and who created that story. As he 

learned about his pre-Hispanic roots through the circulo and was exposed to the sweat lodge and 

Sundance ceremonies, Bobby learned that some things were sacred and about men healing their 

cargas. Bobby claimed that he still had the values that his grandmother taught him, but he was 

more into the spirituality of his Indigenous ways and relied more on those ways than the ones 

from the church.  

Whereas Bobby believed in both Catholic and Indigenous-based belief systems, Orlando 

and James held secular beliefs and highlighted how the sweat lodge and the circulo helped 

people spiritually. Orlando was the only person to not consider himself spiritual and his father, 

James, also did not really consider himself a spiritual person but a “servant leader.” However, 

both men acknowledged that the sweat lodge helped men heal and get clarity in their lives. 

Whereas Orlando maintained that he did not sweat for 2 to 3 years because he felt that he did not 

have cargas like other men and, instead, became a fire keeper to help in the circulo’s sweats, 

James affirmed that the sweat lodge gave him many answers, spiritual strength, and his prayers 

gave him many blessings, such as good health, work, and better relationships with his family. 
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Jose and Vincent upheld that the sweat lodge allowed them to become more in tune with 

themselves and made them more spiritual. Jose affirmed that, through the circulo’s sweat lodge 

ceremony, he not only learned to have a genuine conversation with his inner child, but his views 

on spiritually changed dramatically and improved as he received better answers in his life and 

better experiences. Whereas he did not consider himself a zealot, he stated that spirituality 

allowed him to become tolerant about other people’s views and less angry about political issues. 

Somewhat like Jose, the sweat lodge and other spiritual practices impacted Vincent. Vincent 

mentioned that he felt more spiritual when he participated in sweats or learned “something more 

about that.” As Vincent learned more about healing practices in his life, he felt he became more 

spiritual and spiritual energy and painting were very important to him. Painting to Vincent was 

as like attending church or entering a spiritual dimension because it was hypnotic to him, and he 

did not get tired. Vincent said that he could paint a mural for 10 hours without becoming tired. 

As he embodied Chicano art, he believed that there was a spiritual aspect to it.  

Where the sweat lodge impacted the perspectives of these men to some degree, Cruz 

stated that it completely changed his perspective. He said:  

When I first got into the lodge… it was dark and hot. I was told by [the sweat leader] that 

we might see things that we have never seen before. At first, I was like whatever. There is 

no way I am going to experience something like that. It was the second round when I 

started to see something glowing. After that, I went to someplace different, I started to 

see my uncle who had passed away 2-3 years previous. I could feel him. For reals. I had 

so much love for my uncle… For me to experience my uncle right in front of me in that 

lodge… And the next thing you know… The lodge was open. Two rounds had passed by. 

I'm passed out on the floor… They were calling me by my name. They were like come on 
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man. I wasn't waking up. They poured water on the back of my neck and I was like, “oh.” 

That's when I got out, [and the sweat leader] asked me if I was okay... “I'm good.” “He's 

alright, what happened?” “I was like, dude I saw my uncle.” He was like, “what do you 

mean?” I was like, “Yeah, man. I saw my uncle like this.” He's all, “That's good. Told 

you guys that could happen.” 

Whereas most of the men had some change in perspective because of their involvement in the 

circulo, Cruz had a complete change of perspective as he went from being cynical about the 

circulo’s traditional ways to a being a firm believer in them. While the Executive Director had 

told the men about the realness of these traditional ways and what they could experience inside 

of the sweat lodge, Cruz did not expect to become unconscious and see his uncle. It had been 

about three years since his passing and seeing his beloved uncle, completely changed his 

perspective about the group’s engagement in ceremonies. Cruz’s experience highlighted the 

complete transformational aspect associated with the circulo and showed how some men 

drastically changed their perspective when they participated in sweat lodge ceremonies.  

Spiritual Foundation  

Five (N=5) of the men maintained that the circulo grounded them and/or provided them 

with a spiritual foundation of respecting the Earth and being interconnected to others. According 

to Adrian, the circulo gave him the tools to listen to how different men practiced respecting the 

Earth and this helped him to become spiritually grounded because he learned how to listen to this 

aspect of his being. Adrian felt more connected to the environment and learned about respecting 

the Earth, the land, and himself. He added that how men treated these things reflected how they 

treated themselves and other living beings and thus, he saw the connection that he had with other 

living beings and the relationship that he had with the earth.  
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Similarly, Gilbert, Martin, Jacob, and Max also stated that the circulo provided them with 

an Indigenous-based spiritual base. Gilbert argued that he became more of an environmentalist, 

especially after he learned to follow the sacred ways of respecting the elements and all living 

things. According to Gilbert, the circulo not only provided him with this framework as he was 

already a science nerd, but also taught him to understand nature through the prism of old 

Indigenous traditions, especially the oral tradition that passed on knowledge because, “You can’t 

find them in books, you have to experience that shit.” Equally, Martin argued that the circulo 

helped him connect to Indigenous families, cultures, and ceremonies. Martin added that 

Indigenous philosophy, specifically the concept of duality, required one to do for others and 

oneself, and to give and take a little, but also to give to others and give to oneself. Somewhat like 

Martin, Jacob argued that the circulo changed his views and he became more spiritual. He loved 

the spiritual part of life and the ceremonial meaning of it, while also embracing Christianity. 

However, after being mandated to attend a church program, his probation prevented him from 

attending ceremonies as they told him that they were related to paganism. Unlike Jacob, Max, a 

biracial Chicano, said that the circle gave him a spiritual anchor and provided him with the tools 

to obtain spiritual enlightenment and self-realization. Max said:  

But what the circulo did for me was, it connected me spiritually with like my 

environment, like Mother Earth… And with the historical or mythical connection to our 

ancestors and overall being connected to the Creator and to that which is something 

greater than me… I went to Catholic School from kindergarten to 12th grade and I never 

received the spiritual enlightenment and transformation and duty of what spirituality 

provided, in my opinion, until I got involved in the circulo and I went into my first 

temezcal [or sweat lodge] and I felt my ancestors and I felt my family, and I thought to 



127 
 

myself, wow this is what the Human Experience [is all about]… Whatever we call it, my 

environment does not teach what the circulo teaches, what Buddhism teaches, what 

Eastern philosophy teaches… But what the circulo is able to give me as a man is a 

spiritual foundation and anchor, a spiritual anchor that allows me to battle all the fucking 

bullshit of the colonial or conditioning of Western civilization and Western society and 

break outside of that and develop my own skill set to obtain spiritual enlightenment and 

to be on a journey of self-realization… And so, that is why I connected with yoga 

because it forces me to face myself, to face my fears, and to continually strive to become 

a better person. So, I know I am speaking very generally but the circulo as a man gave 

me spiritual anchor and a spiritual foundation to develop the requisite tools, emotional 

tools, spiritual tools, intellectual tools to overcome a lot of the colonial and conformative 

and restrictive consumer bullshit that we live in. 

According to Max, the Circulo de Hombres not only helped him to spiritually connect to 

Mother Earth and the world around him, but also to establish a mythical connection to his 

ancestors and a Higher Power, the Creator. While Max grew up Catholic and went to church, he 

never felt that he received the spiritual enlightenment and transformation that he received from 

his involvement in the circulo, especially after he attended his first sweat lodge ceremony. 

During this experience, he said that he felt his ancestors and family and remembered thinking 

that this was what the whole human experience was about. As his environment did not teach 

Max what he learned through the circulo, Buddhism, and Eastern philosophy, the Circulo de 

Hombres gave Max a spiritual foundation and anchor to combat all the rubbish created by 

colonialism conditioning or Western civilization and society and liberate himself from these 

systems and develop the necessary tools to attain spiritual enlightenment and self-realization. 
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Max also stated that like the circulo, yoga forced him to face himself, his fears, and continue to 

strive to a better human being. Reiterating how the circulo helped ground him spiritually, Max 

said that the circulo allowed him to develop the necessary emotional, spiritual, and intellectual 

tools to defeat the colonial, conformative, and controlling consumer rubbish in society.  

Already Spiritual  

Two (N=2) men, Adam and Gonzalo, stated that the circulo did not change their spiritual 

views because they were already spiritual before they joined the group. While Adam claimed 

that the circulo did not necessarily change his spiritual views because he had other connections 

to ceremony and had always been spiritual outside of the circle, he added that for people who 

were not spiritual or only had a spirituality with the circulo, he could see how much the group 

could impact them to change their views. Very similar to Adam, Gonzalo stated that he had 

always been a spiritual person and he critiqued the group. Gonzalo claimed that he had always 

been a spiritual person and oddly, despite him and many of the men believing in the same 

concepts of Indigenous spirituality, they were different than him when it came to naming things, 

such as “nature” or Mother Nature, in whatever language. As the men in the group named 

everything, Gonzalo asserted that the circulo operated as an organized spirituality and was a 

spirituality from a Western perspective. While he believed in the elements, he did not see the 

need to name them and things just were once one experienced them. Gonzalo realized that there 

were more people like him and many of the men had similar beliefs, but he did not want to create 

structures or titles, such as those of the priesthood that existed within western religion. Gonzalo 

addressed the concept of naming things because of its association to copyrighting something, 

which then could be sold as a product and to him, that was what the circulo amounted to.  

Peace or Balance 
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Four men (N=4) highlighted acquiring peace or balance because of the circulo. 

According to Dominick, the circulo not only gave him the space to incorporate the teachings or 

virtues that were passed on to him by his ancestors, but also it gave him an internal peace. 

Whereas Dominick received a sense of peace from the circulo, Lalo stated that the circulo 

changed his views on spirituality and that he used to be closer to his Higher Power when he was 

involved in the circulo. The circulo reminded him that he should always have something to fall 

back, be himself, and to always stay balanced or keep his center.  

Similarly, Isaiah maintained that because of the circulo, he was more at peace with 

himself. Isaiah asserted that when he felt at peace, he not only felt it in his heart, but everyone in 

his family also felt it. He added that the peace he felt also gave him a sense of freedom to 

embrace the present and live in the moment. Somewhat like Isaiah, Carlito was indoctrinated to 

Catholicism because his family was very involved in the Catholic religion and his father was a 

pastor. However, Carlito embodied both Catholic and Indigenous beliefs and took a moderate 

position in both. He stated that he was at peace with this decision, especially when it came to his 

beliefs about the world. Thus, Carlito was at peace straddling the world of Catholicism and 

Indigenous spirituality and the circulo aided him in this process.  

Prayer  

Three (N=3) men mentioned the role of prayer when addressing how the circulo 

influenced their views on spirituality. Alex stated that many things that he prayed for became a 

reality and the circulo played an important role in his life, helped him to stay true to himself, 

balanced, and to keep a positive energy in all his endeavors. Citing that he believed in the law of 

attraction and visualizing for the things that he wanted, Alex mentioned that he longer worried 

about money and that he never ceased praying and working hard towards his dreams.  
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Differently than Alex, Diego grew up in the Catholic religion and maintained that the 

circulo influenced him to become critical of this religion. Diego added that unlike praying with a 

rosary and reading passages from a book, which had been altered and imposed on people, 

praying in accordance to his traditional ways and learning intergenerational spiritual teachings 

felt more natural to him. He stressed that he was taught that the elements were sacred and 

praying and appreciating the things one could physically touch and feel inside and outside one’s 

body strongly resonated with him. Like Diego, Lazaro stated that after he came to California and 

learned more about Native American teachings and got involved in danza and then circulo, his 

views changed, and he became more spiritual. Lazaro stated that the group influenced him to 

change how he saw himself in the world and helped him become more balance and speak to 

himself differently. Lazaro said not only that he felt the presence of God, but that he spoke to 

God all the time. Lazaro asserted that that he did not need to attend church or any institution 

because he talked to God all the time. Unlike the church, which adhered to strict rituals and 

norms, and hell was a place that one was sent for disobeying, religious beliefs never resonated 

with Lazaro because he never grasped this ideology.  

Direction and Clarity  

Three (N=3) men maintained that the circulo changed their views on spirituality and it 

gave them clarity and direction. Rodolfo stated that the circulo helped ground him to what was 

going on a socio-political level and this gave his rebelliousness direction as an adolescent. 

Through Izcalli and the circulo, Rodolfo obtained a space to bridge his politics and spirituality 

and politics. Rodolfo added that he was baptized as a Catholic and though critical of it, he 

acknowledged and accepted Catholicism within the orbit of Indigeneity, arguing that some 

Indigenous traditions and ceremonies were hidden within Catholicism to escape death and 
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persecution by the Spanish. Similarly, Daniel grew up as a Catholic and acknowledged that there 

was a lot of people in the circle who experienced Catholicism and Indigeneity. Being anti-

religious, Daniel maintained that the círculo, “threw everything I knew out the fucking window,” 

and then, he rearranged what he thought about religion and mestizaje and was still trying to 

figure out his belief system. While Daniel appreciated science, he said that it failed to explain 

everything. Similarly, Valentino stated that he was also raised Catholic, but he had deep 

disagreements with the church because in his traditional spiritual system, things like shame, 

guilt, and fear were not present. Valentino said, “The circulo took away all the bullshit and just 

left the shit that matters.” In other words, Valentino believed that religious systems were 

nonsense because they amounted to going to hell if one sinned. Valentino also disagreed with the 

notion of someone committing a heinous act, confessing, and be forgiven by God, and then going 

to Heaven. Unlike religious systems, Valentino argued that in the Indigenous ways of the 

círculo, it was not about shame or fear, but one is living one’s life in the moment and about if 

one was living with good intentions, then he was good a person. 

Always Critical  

Two (N=2) men maintained that while the circulo influenced them to change their views 

on spirituality, they were always critical about some things within this framework. While Santos 

did not directly answer the question of whether the Circulo de Hombres influenced his views, he 

argued that he neither liked the word nor the title of being a spiritual person. He added that he 

only used the word when he had to because some people understood the term as such. Santos 

asserted, “Yet, if you can't define what spirit is, what the hell are you really talking about 

anyway? We only use it because we have to.” Santos also mentioned that at one point, he was an 

atheist when it came to religion and later became borderline agnostic. However, the latter only 
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led to bigger questions. When asked then what he believed in, he stated, “I believe in peyote.” 

Echoing Santos’s position on spirituality, Guzman oscillated between the realm of believing in 

Indigenous spirituality and denying that these things were real. Growing up Catholic and 

religious, Guzman stated that he realized that the church was not for him when he caught it in a 

lie. When reading an article regarding how Catholicism was used as a tool to appease people in a 

Third World country and converted them to the religion, he began to question the church’s 

credibility. As these realities deeply troubled Guzman, he ceased to be religious, but then he 

started attending and learning more about circulo, and at times, got engaged in it. As he went 

back and forth on this issue of believing in a Higher Power and humans having a purpose and 

having his doubts of this, at times, he reached a different conclusion that there was nothing and 

there was a beauty in such reality. He believed and accepted, perhaps, that human beings were 

present on Earth with no purpose and he was satisfied with this answer as well.   

Commitment For Life   

One (N=1) man emphasized the concept of commitment in relation to the Circulo de 

Hombres. Lamar stated that people always asked him when his work around Indigenous 

spirituality ended. Lamar stated, “I'm a spiritual warrior. People ask me, when are you done? To 

me, sun dance is not about being done, that's a commitment for life. To me, it's not four years 

and you're done.” Being a sun dancer, which required men to commit 4 years of their life, 

dancing around the Tree of Life without any food or water for four days of complete prayer, 

Lamar stated that the Red Road was a lifestyle where one did not simply put on Facebook 

because to him, it was a way of life. Not only were all his children born into these ways, Lamar 

added, but he never imposed these traditional ways on them. Lamar maintained that all people 

must make a commitment for life if they chose to make circulo a part of their life.  
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Spiritual and Human 

One (N=1) man discussed the issue of being spiritual, yet still human in relation to the 

teachings of the Circulo de Hombres. While Alonzo maintained that he was a spiritual person, he 

did not separate the fact that he was also a human being. He argued that spiritual people, at 

times, did bad things and they could not be separated from other people. Using the example of 

Crazy Horse and Cuauhtémoc who were spiritual men, Alonzo argued that they, too, were 

human and at times, there was things that needed to be done. Humans must also deal with the 

anger and frustrations of others and their own. However, Alonzo suggested that embodying or 

being spiritual in one’s life, helped one to cope with the realities of the world because it allowed 

people to step back, take breaths, examine different perspectives, and approach issues in different 

ways. Subsequently, Alonzo acknowledged that was what circulo did because the group 

disrupted the customary mentalities that people often had, which held that their way was the 

correct way. Alonzo affirmed that there was always a more positive way of doing things. Alonzo 

maintained that it was all a learning process and one did not become spiritual overnight but had 

to work one’s spirituality for life.   

In the following chapter, I present the last finding of this study. In conjunction with 

change through dialogue and Indigenous spirituality, the last main finding of this study was 

social justice. As círculo was part of an Izcalli, a nonprofit organization that was created by an 

activist group in San Diego, it was imperative to explore how men understood social justice and 

how this concept impacted the group, their understanding, and their behavior.   
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CHAPTER 6: FINDINGS III: SOCIAL JUSTICE 

Regarding social justice, I understood this term to mean that all human beings deserve to 

be treated with dignity and respect. Additionally, I am operationalizing social justice through a 

Freirean understanding, precisely with its opposite meaning, social injustice, in mind. Social 

injustice is rooted in exploitation, oppression, and violence (Freire, 2000). Though 

dehumanization is the antithesis of re-humanization, the latter embodies social justice because it 

treats human beings as ends in themselves and never as a means towards an end (Kant, 1966).  

The most important finding about the topic of social justice was that all fifty (N=50) men 

either became interested or were already participating in social justice issues when they 

participated in the circulo. Forty-two (N=42) of the men became interested or participated in 

issues of social justice because of their involvement in the Circulo de Hombres. Eight (N=8) 

men, however, were already doing social justice work and the circulo did not influence them.  

Already Involved in Social Justice and Influenced by the Circle 

 Eight (N=8) men were already doing social justice work and because the círculo the 

group fostered personal growth and a sense of purpose, they became further interested on topics 

issues of social justice. Josue, Gonzalo, Martin, and Max were not only introduced to doing 

social justice work through their family and/or relatives, but their involvement in the círculo 

further encouraged them to continue doing this work. Whereas Josue and Gonzalo were 

introduced to social justice by their parents on a grassroots level, such as community-based 

activism or feeding the poor, Martin and Max were exposed to social justice by their family 

members on an institutional level, such as the education system and volunteering with poor 

Brown students in the barrios of San Diego. As Josue and Gonzalo became empowered and 
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viewed the círculo as a place to achieve personal-growth, Martin and Max felt that the group 

provided them with a greater sense of purpose or achieve self-realization. 

Other men were also previously involved in social justice issues and became further 

interested in these topics while participating in the Circulo de Hombres because the group 

fostered a self-development space through a social justice lens. James, Gilbert, Roger, and 

Vincent were already engaging in social justice work with an emphasis on education when they 

joined the group. Whereas James, Gilbert, and Roger worked in the K-12 system, Vincent taught 

classes in a community college. These men not only viewed the círculo as a continuation of the 

work they were already doing, but also believed that men had a responsibility to critically 

educate people about the issues affecting them so that they could come back and serve their 

community. As a result, all of them supported, mentored, and helped young people in schools 

and in the community. Shedding light on how the círculo was pro-social justice and made them 

become better educators, Gilbert stated the following:  

It was not as political as it could be. I remember feeling that at one point. But then I 

remember thinking like, I don't think that's its role. I never thought of the círculo's role 

was to be a political. I always felt it was a place where you develop yourself. And I think 

that's what always Executive Director and everybody was trying to emphasize. You've 

got to develop who you are on the inside. And I think in the end, what it did, it deepened 

my understanding on social justice… You have to be consistent... You have to be about 

all of it. I can't disrespect women… We've got to be responsible about it… In that way, it 

forced me to reenter into social justice, to be more consistent in my actions, in my 

personal life. That's where the circulo was really was trying to target. Wasn't trying to 
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make me vote in a certain way, or a certain belief. How are you gonna deal with your 

wife and your kids and your family? That's the idea behind that. 

Gilbert maintained that the círculo received critique for not being overly political. He 

added that he later learned that the circulo was not a space to be political, but one where you 

developed yourself and this deepened his understanding on social justice. Gilbert mentioned that 

a core emphasis of the group was to respect women, and this made him become more responsible 

and consistent with his actions. Above all, Gilbert believed that the social justice space of the 

círculo was about self-development to become a responsible person for oneself and one’s family.  

Social Justice was Already Part of Life 

 Like the previous men, eight (N=8) men responded that the circulo did not influence 

them to become interested or participate on social justice issues because they were already doing 

this work. Isaiah and Guzman maintained that they became interested in the topic of social 

justice at a young age because of their personal experiences. Whereas Isaiah touched on the 

incarceration of youth under the juvenile justice system and Guzman addressed how human 

beings were expendable under the capitalist system, both men emphasized the economic 

inequalities in association to both issues.  

Other men also maintained that they had a history of engaging in social justice work prior 

to joining the circulo. Adam, Santos, Humberto, and Rigoberto were deeply in involved in 

community activism prior to joining the círculo. These men maintained that if the círculo did not 

exist, they would still be committed in doing social justice work and that many of the men from 

círculo were not involved in other projects that they were involved in. These men not only had 

deep experiences protesting and attending rallies and marches, but they also advocated for the 

Chicano community. Thus, the engagement of social justice issues with these men was not 
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predicated on the círculo and these men’s professions and activism revolved on topics of social 

justice.  

Echoing these men, Jeronimo argued that social justice was too small of a term to 

describe the work and experiences that some of the men from the círculo engaged in. Using the 

example of another circulo man, Jacob, Jeronimo not only argued that the circulo helped Jacob 

survive his Indigenous past and present, but also that Jacob’s deep involvement in circulo ways, 

such as being a sun dancer and Peace and Dignity runner, Jacob’s experiences were no longer 

social justice related, but responsibility. Admitting that for men like himself, the work that the 

circulo engaged in was considered social justice work. However, Jacob’s experience went 

“beyond social justice because social justice is a result of values being materialized for a better 

world, a more just world.” As Jeronimo believed that social justice was the result of 

materializing values for a more just world, he also believed that Jacob’s experience went beyond 

what was termed social justice.  

Other men like Geraldo also never ceased doing social justice work and he had a deep 

history of activism prior to joining the circle. Geraldo, however, maintained that while men from 

circulo participated in demonstrations, they never really organized anything for the group. 

Geraldo added that the circulo focused its efforts on cultural and social justice aspects of 

community building. Thus, despite the circulo having many activists and men who were 

committed to issues of social justice, Geraldo believed that the circulo never really organized 

anything political.  

Learned about Social Justice and Activism through the Circulo 

 Five (N=5) men not only learned about social justice through their involvement in the 

Circulo de Hombres, but the group also fostered their activism. Valentino, Julian, Bobby, Leo, 
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and Joaquin stated that they started their social justice activism, such as organizing meetings, 

walk outs, marches, protests, and speaking at rallies within the circulo and the group provided 

them this space and supported them. Whereas Valentino, Julian, Leo, and Joaquin maintained 

that the older men guided them in their activism and/or service to others, Bobby said that if it 

was not for the circulo, he would have never thought about participating in or getting involved in 

social justice issues. Shedding light on how the circulo taught him about social justice, Joaquin 

stated: 

One of my coworkers at the ACLU, she's the one that brought that to my attention. And 

she asked if I wanted to join [them] because we share the same background, like “yeah, 

I'm down. We're gonna kick it off.” With my background, my experiences, that's my way 

of giving back to the community… And as a man with education, it has guided me to 

become more involved with social justice organizations, such as the ACLU and the work 

that they do, especially for the immigrant communities, education, and racial profiling 

and all that stuff that we Chicanos go through on a daily basis as Mexicans. It empowered 

me to go through that route through my education and find a career in social justice. 

Especially ending mass incarceration of people of color. And I was actually involved in a 

D.A. campaign here in San Diego. We were canvasing, ACLU's non-partisan 

[campaign]… Meaning end mass incarceration, jail reform, and racial dispersity in a 

courtroom. So, I was out canvassing, phone banking, trying to connect to people to go out 

and get the vote… So, we can go for a smart justice D.A.  

 As Joaquin shared the same background with the populations he was serving, Joaquin 

was encouraged by one of his coworkers to do get involved on issues and work with the ACLU. 

Given his background and his experience as former street gang member who has experienced the 
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justice system, Joaquin believed that this was a way of giving back to the community. 

Additionally, being educated, not only guided him to work with organizations that were fighting 

for issues of social justice but also working with immigrant communities and fighting on 

everyday issues that affected Chicanos and Mexicans, such as education and racial profiling. He 

claimed that the círculo empowered him to pursue higher education and to find a career that was 

dedicated to social justice, especially ending mass incarceration for people of color. Joaquin also 

got involved in politics through the ACLU, canvassing for a non-partisan D.A. campaign in San 

Diego, called smart justice campaign, focusing on ending mass incarceration and advocating for 

jail reform and racial dispersity in courtrooms. He not only canvassed, but also phone banked 

and connected with people, motivating them to vote for a D.A. that focused on smart justice.  

Sociopolitical Awareness and Critical Consciousness 

Through their participation in the Circulo de Hombres, nine (N=9) men maintained that 

the group raised their sociopolitical awareness. Precisely, these men emphasized the teachings 

and values that the group learned as the círculo touched on social justice issues directly. Whereas 

Carmelo stated that he became more interested on these issues, Lalo argued that the circulo 

taught men positive values and teachings, though he did not specify which ones. Jacob, Diego, 

Enrique, Lazaro, and Lamar highlighted that the circulo helped men become aware of the issues 

that were affecting their community and those around them, and men learned to fight against 

these injustices. For example, Lamar argued that the men in the círculo touched on various 

topics, such as the prison system, domestic violence, welfare system, etc. and men educated 

themselves on these issues and learned how to break these cycles. Despite many of the men of 

the círculo being activists and the group touching on social justice issues, Lamar added that 

social justice was something the circulo could do more of.   
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In conjunction with becoming socio-politically aware about social justice issues, some 

men stated that they became more critically conscious because of their involvement in the 

círculo. Alvaro argued that the círculo planted a critical conscious seed in him and he became 

more involved in his community. He became involved in marches and organized events to have a 

collective voice and support social justice issues in the community. Extending Alvaro, Justin 

maintained that the circulo taught him how to be conscious about social issues relating to 

intersectionality. Justin stated: 

Absolutely, particularly about being conscious about issues related to intersectionality, 

related to issues of gender and race or ethnicity. In particular, to listen to issues of young 

Latino Raza men. Be supportive of other men of color, African American men, Native 

men, Muslim men, Asian men as well. So, I think yes, absolutely, it’s made me more 

conscious and aware in the points of social justice, fighting for social justice, for our 

community, for the Raza community, for the Chicana and Chicano people. Support for 

other communities as well, but also talking about issues. Also being aware of the 

educational attainment of men of color, particularly Raza men, and becoming more aware 

that there are disparities between Raza men and Raza women, as far as graduation from 

high school and college, and certainly the importance of supporting our sisters. Also, to 

recognize the men of color are being marginalized, not having access to opportunities 

because many are caught up, or facing the challenges of violence, drug abuse, alcohol, 

poverty, different things, societal ills, or a society that is intentionally marginalizing our 

brothers. So it definitely has made me more conscious of challenges and issues that men 

of color face, particularly Raza men, and it’s become an issue that I’m definitely 

interested in, so any space that there’s an opportunity to explore that I definitely have 
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looked to explore that, whether it is within the context of Izcalli or even the work 

settings. I’ve become more conscious, and I view that as a social justice issue, or 

struggle. 

According to Justin, the circulo helped men like himself become more conscious about 

the intersections of race or ethnicity and gender. As the circulo embodied a social justice space, 

to Justin, it also taught him to be attentive about issues that affected other people of color not just 

Chicana/o and Latina/o peoples. Consequently, Justin maintained that the circulo made him 

listen to young Latino men and to be supportive of other men of color, especially the Chicana/o 

community. As Justin worked in higher education, the circulo made him aware about the 

disparities of Chicana/o graduation rates, and the educational attainment and marginalization of 

people of color. Justin claimed that many of these issues had to do with marginalization, lack of 

opportunities, and different social ills, such as drug and alcohol abuse, violence, and poverty that 

affected them. Thus, Justin not only believed that the circulo made him conscious of the 

challenges and experiences of people of color, but he became interested in further understanding 

these struggles and issues through a social justice lens.  

Ongoing Self-reflection and Better Understanding of Social Justice Issues 

Seven (N=7) men upheld that the Circulo de Hombres influenced them to engage in an 

ongoing self-reflection process, understand themselves, and commit to their values and work. 

Adrian, Cinco, Dominick, and Fernando stated that the círculo allowed them to better understand 

the concept of social justice and they viewed the círculo as grounded under these principles. 

Their involvement with the circulo and their commitment to other work were not only 

inseparable, but social justice was also viewed as a necessity or part of their identity. As a result, 

they were motivated by a consciousness of creating social changes. Hence, for these men, the 
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issue of social justice was always present and was an ongoing reflection and the circulo and 

society were not separate but one in the same. 

Paralleling these men, Alex, Chavez, and Rodolfo said that the círculo refined their 

understanding on the concept of social justice. Whereas Alex maintained that the environment 

and social justice always needed to be taken into consideration, Chavez maintained that social 

justice was addressed in the circulo. While Alex advocated that the Chicanos and Whites needed 

to find common ground to protect the Constitution of the United States and the Declaration of 

Independence for every single American, Chavez maintained that racism, sexism, and 

homophobia were addressed within the circulo and he became more comfortable addressing 

these issues in his classrooms and from their root. Both men touched on the issue of respecting 

others and where Alex argued that being a country of immigrants, people needed to respect each 

other’s cultures and treaties, Chavez was comfortable participating and accepting the struggles of 

other movements as the círculo provided him with this understanding. Somewhat echoing Alex 

and Chavez, Rodolfo added that the círculo consolidated his politics and spirituality, paving the 

way for him to dedicate his life to a greater cause – having a social justice purpose orientation in 

life. He stated:   

And for me, personally, it's difficult to separate ceremony and spirituality from the 

politics of it... A lot of us, I feel like already had a natural politicized world view, because 

of growing up with the border right there. Constantly dealing with migra [or U.S. Border 

Patrol] and shit like that. And so, we were rebellious in various ways… But Izcalli and 

then the círculo, it helped me focus to what is our desmadre [chaos] and rebelliousness 

about... It was definitely a direction. It's hard to separate the politics from spirituality 

because on a more personal note. I must have been 15 or so when at some point I got shot 
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at and literally heard the bullets whistle by. And I'd had guns pulled on me before, but 

that was closest call, if you will, and hearing that whistling of the bullets, it's more like, if 

I'm gonna die for anything, it's not gonna be stupid street shit, but I need it to be for 

something that matters. So, it just consolidated my politics and my spirituality in terms of 

what I've come to do over the years since. 

According to Rodolfo, it was difficult to separate the spiritual and ceremonial aspect of 

the círculo from its politics, especially because he grew up with a very politicized worldview as 

he grew up very near the U.S.-Mexico International Border. As he constantly dealt with the U.S. 

Border Patrol, him and his peers were rebellious in many ways. Rodolfo maintained that Izcalli 

and the círculo helped him channel his desmadre or chaos and rebelliousness and it provided him 

with a positive direction. On a personal level, as a result, it was hard for him to separate politics 

from spirituality. Rodolfo described an experience when he was shot at the age of 15 and he 

heard the bullets whistle by his ears. Admitting that he had guns pulled on him previously, this 

incident was not only a close call on his life, but he also realized that he did not want to die for 

the foolish street gang life stuff but for something that matter, alluding to a social justice political 

and spiritual orientation. Thus, from what he had done over the years since his involvement in 

the círculo, his politics and his spirituality were consolidated.  

The Circulo Provided a Social Justice Space 

Thirteen (N=13) men stated that the Circulo de Hombres influenced them to have a social 

justice orientation and become interested and participate in sociopolitical issues. Carlito, Alonzo, 

Orlando, and Bernardo sought to create social change and were influenced by the concept of 

equality that the círculo embodied. Carlito maintained that it was imperative to work within 

institutions and sit at the table that created policies, which brought social change and equal 
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representation for everyone. Echoing Carlito, Alonzo and Orlando maintained that social justice 

was visible in all aspects of the circulo because men created a circle and all men were welcomed 

and sat together as equals. Similarly, Bernardo added that the circulo made social justice “more 

real” because when men spoke without interruption and shared their experiences, such as losing 

jobs, wives, and/or houses, social justice was not an abstract concept.  

Extending these men, some men maintained that the círculo reinforced a social justice 

orientation through the direct experiences of the men and/or the teachings that the group 

addressed. Daniel stated that when a man was Brown and oppressed, every aspect of his daily 

life became a social justice issue and thus, his everyday experience reinforced this concept. 

Echoing Daniel, Cruz, Cuba, Oscar, Joe, Nathan, and Mazalotzin shed light on the lessons the 

círculo taught. Accordingly, the group engaged in restorative justice practices and preventionist 

and interventionist work because men received trainings by Izcalli and the National Compadres 

Network, exploring stereotypes and gender identity (i.e. being a man and macho), lessons that 

were found in the Hombre Noble curriculum. The circulo also addressed the school-to-prison 

pipeline, the justice system, mental health, and the traumas that children often experienced. As 

circulos were limited in schools, these men worked at schools and diverse spaces to ensure that 

other young men could have a círculo space. Additionally, the círculo touched on sociopolitical 

issues (i.e. immigration and the prison system) that affected their community. Being aware of the 

injustices that affect their community, these men sought to break down barriers and stereotypes, 

addressed the issue of criminalization and policing that affect young Brown men. When asked 

how the circulo addressed the issue of social justice, Mazalotzin laughed and said the following: 

You're almost asking a rhetorical question because when you're challenging and 

shattering and breaking stereotypes about men, that's literally the answer to the question. 
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When you're reclaiming your voice, that's social justice. When you're decolonizing your 

mind, that's social justice. When you're gathering men to learn from their pain, their 

trauma, to be better fathers, that's social justice. We have to broaden our perspective of 

what social justice is. When you are decolonizing your mind, that is social justice. When 

you're growing up with the consciousness, when you're this violent gang member hurting 

people because of the ills of society, and you grow up and you're talking to people about 

breaking cycles, that means that you've done social justice work with the circle. 

Mazalotzin maintained that it was almost equivalent to inquiring a rhetorical question 

when exploring how the circulo addressed the concept of social justice. Because the Circulo de 

Hombres was a space that challenged, chattered, and broke stereotypes about men of color, 

Mazalotzin asserted that this constituted the answer as to how social justice was addressed by the 

group. To Mazalotzin, reclaiming one’s voice and decolonizing one’s mind was social justice. 

The gathering of men and dialoguing about pain and trauma and becoming better fathers was 

also social justice. He reiterated instances of social justice and urged men to broaden their 

notions of it and to decolonize their minds. Mazalotzin described the consciousness of a violent 

gang member who hurt people, due to societal ills, and then undergoing reformation and 

speaking to people about breaking patterns of destructive behaviors, such was exactly the type of 

social justice work that the circulo engaged in. 
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CHAPTER 7: DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this project is to explore how Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men 

engage the processes of (re)Indigenization and re-humanization as they (re)connect with their 

traditional Maya-Nahua concepts and maíz-based cultures (Rodriguez, 2014, 2017). Also, this 

project examines the role that the Círculo de Hombres in San Diego played in transforming the 

lives of these men. Within the context of dehumanization, precisely the historical disruption of 

maíz-based cultures by the invasion and the ontological contemporary forms of criminalization, 

the men utilized Freire’s liberatory praxis and Indigenous-based pedagogies to rehumanize 

themselves. Through an Indigenous-based cultural program that emphasized dialogue, 

spirituality, and social justice, men engaged in re-humanization practices that moved away from 

those associated with dehumanization.  

Consistent with Freire’s liberatory praxis, dialogue played a crucial role in helping almost 

all the men (94%) change themselves by healing their traumas, learning how to cry, engaging in 

self-reflection to understand themselves and others, their views on masculinities, and 

participating in ceremonies. Through Indigenous-based pedagogies, nearly all men (92%) 

changed their views on spirituality by feeling (re)connected, making their beliefs stronger, 

participating in the sweat lodge, and obtaining a spiritual foundation. Again, constant with a 

Freirean understanding of social justice, most of the men (84%) became interested in 

participating in social justice by becoming socio-politically aware and critically conscious, 

having a social justice orientation (i.e. social equality views), engaging in self-reflection and 

having a better understanding of socio-political issues, becoming politically active, and 

becoming interested in participating more on these issues because of the círculo. Thus, this 

project not only aims to capture the voice of men who have been exposed to destructives forces 
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of dehumanization, but also highlights how they assert their humanity through a positive ethnic 

identity and transform their lives and their communities.  

Change Through Dialogue 

As the Círculo de Hombres is part of the Izcalli non-profit organization, a space was 

created by the leadership and the members of the group to facilitate dialogue. Activists men and 

women from different M.E.Ch.A. (Moviemiento Estudiantil Chicana/o de Aztlan) chapters 

throughout San Diego created Izcalli in 1993 because they believed that the education system 

was not teaching young Chicana/o and Indigenous students their own history and culture. 

Originating in the form of a Saturday school during the summer, all members of the community 

were welcomed. According to Ortiz (2007), Izcalli was founded, “To combat cultural 

imperialism, the sessions provided information on indigenous Mexican/Chicano cultural heritage 

and utilized it as a foundation for improving the youths’ economic and social circumstances” (p. 

153). Izcalli also taught principles advocated by M.E.Ch.A., such as pursuing a higher education 

in a community-based context and members giving back to their community (Ortiz, 2007). 

Indeed, Izcalli was an educational project in the Freirean sense because the leaders created this 

organization to address pertinent issues associated with Chicana/o and Indigenous communities 

in San Diego and help raise their critical consciousness. Additionally, the men and women of 

Izcalli created separate gender talking circles so that men and women would feel comfortable 

sharing their own issues, emotions, and stories (Izcalli, 2020). Accordingly, the Círculo de 

Hombres focused on issues pertinent to the experiences of men and the Círculo de Mujeres or 

Cihua Ollin (in Nahuatl translates “movement of women”) focused on those issues pertinent to 

the experiences of women (Izcalli, 2020). Hence, the Circulo de Hombres in San Diego could be 
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understood as a contemporary movement (Martinez, 1999) and its focus on dialogue was 

consistent with Freire’s liberatory praxis and Indigenous-based pedagogies. 

Having both preventionist and interventionist roots, the círculo has never ceased being a 

welcoming community-based cultural group with a long-term involvement, commitment, and 

good outcomes among former gang members and/or criminalized men of all ages. In its early 

stages, the Círculo de Hombres focused on the issue of teen-pregnancy prevention in the low-

income community of Barrio Logan. According SANDAG (2010), 72% of the population who 

resided in Barrio Logan were Hispanic and the median income was $26,761 where 41% of the 

population lived below poverty. Forty-three from 169 families lived below poverty under a 

female householder with no husband present and from those who were 25 and older, 40% did not 

graduate high school (SANDAG, 2010). Aside from living in poverty, being raised under a 

single-parent household, and having some of the highest dropout rates in the country, Hispanic 

males also struggled with the juvenile and criminal justice systems (White House, 2015). With 

these issues in mind, the leaders of the círculo educated “at-risk” young men, some who were 

“gang-associated” (Rios, 2017), about teen-pregnancy, and focused on street gang prevention as 

this was a pervasive issue in this community. As highlighted by the literature on street gang 

injunctions, street gangs cannot be separated from the issue of criminalization because gang 

members are targeted by police, district attorneys, and the courts (Los Angeles Police 

Department, 2020; San Diego County District Attorney Office, 2020) and are incarcerated in 

greater numbers (Rios, 2011, 2017). Thus, the leaders of the círculo openly addressed these 

issues with young men through its formal teen-pregnancy grant and because the círculo also had 

an informal community-based platform, where older men were part of this larger network, this 

allowed the group to serve former gang members and/or criminalized men of all ages.  
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As mentioned by some of the men in the findings, the círculo was not only a group that 

did restorative justice work, before this movement emerged on the national scene, but the group 

also never ceased welcoming or assisting gang associated and/or criminalized men of all ages 

despite their recidivism (de Jesús Acosta & Ramos, 2016). For example, as the ages of the men 

ranged from 21 to 74 years old with an average age of 47.8 and the involvement of men in the 

program ranged from 1 and 27 years with an average involvement of 16.74 years, the findings 

suggest that the círculo embodied a community-based program and an Elder-Youth 

Epistemology (Rodriguez, 2014) and for this reason, the program was effective because men 

served as role models to each other and there was long-term support over time. Moreover, Table 

5.1 highlighted that 64% of the men of the group were employed as educators, were involved in 

the non-profit sector, were social justice oriented, and/or were restorative justice practitioners. 

So, many of them actively sought to ameliorate the socio-cultural issues of these populations and 

took preventionist and interventionist approaches, especially when collaborating with young 

Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men. 

As the Circulo de Hombres engaged in decolonial frameworks that were consistent with 

Freire’s liberatory praxis, the group could be understood as embodying counter-hegemonic 

narratives. Mariscal and Twohig (2013) define counter-hegemony as, “The elaboration of 

alternate, often subordinated, ideologies that critique and question hegemony. ‘Ideologies of 

resistance’ developed by organic intellectuals” (p. 2). The men of the circulo not only take a 

critical approach to the dominant ideologies (i.e. patriarchy and capitalism) in all activities, as 

they reflect on their personal and social problems, but also challenge them through its prevention 

and intervention orientation. For example, the men often critique the hegemonic practices and 

discourses that criminalize men of color, such as street gangs, stereotypes, and racism. Further, 
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what also makes this group embody a counterhegemonic narrative is that former street gang 

members of rival neighborhoods often engage in dialogue, without the use of drugs and/or 

alcohol, and participate in ceremonies together, often crying and sharing their cargas with each 

other. Creating a counter-hegemonic space that addresses the struggles and oppression of the 

men is what facilitates healing to take place.  

Healing and Trauma 

To restore their health, both individually and as a community, the men of the círculo 

addressed healing through a dual lens. First, the círculo provided a space for men to share their 

individual experiences and/or traumas and created a shared collective consciousness and 

addressed issues openly (Ginwright, 2016) and second, the group allowed men to explore the 

intergenerational trauma that some of them claimed was passed down to them. Men focused on 

their recognition of these multiple harms and made “explicit processes” of restoring their health 

(Ginwright, 2016, pp. 37-38). Additionally, traumas were not simply historical because men 

addressed these concepts in the present, emphasizing their intergenerational form. Like other 

healing circles, some men saw the círculo as embodying a contemporary decolonial and 

liberation struggle because men treated healing as a personal and collective endeavor.  

Using Indigenous-based elements in an urban context, the Círculo de Hombres in San 

Diego not only utilized healing circles, one of four approaches that Ginwright (2016) 

characterized as part of “healing justice,” but also used what he termed “radical healing” because 

the círculo taught men to heal themselves so that they could help and heal others in their 

communities (Ginwright, 2016, p. 8). Ginwright (2016) stated: 

I refer to healing as a process to restore health resulting from harm or injury. Harm can be 

either psychological, physical, or both. Healing in this sense focuses on a recognition that 
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harm results in a psychological, spiritual, cultural injury. Healing is an explicit process of 

restoring individuals and communities back to optimal health. (pp. 37-38) 

The work of Ginwright (2016) sheds light on why the men of the Círculo de Hombres shared a 

homogeneous view of healing and how they used their culture to heal themselves. Indeed, in the 

process of healing themselves and others, the círculo elicited a collective vulnerability for men 

by creating a safe space, especially for heterosexual men. As shown in the findings, 96% of the 

men identified themselves as heterosexual and this finding serves as a counter-narrative to the 

machismo stereotype associated with Mexican and Chicano men, precisely that this population 

do not show vulnerability, weakness, or emotions (Anzaldúa, 1999; Gutmann, 2007; Hurtado & 

Sinha, 2016). Essentially, through a collective vulnerability, Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous 

men not only create a safe space for each other, but also humanize themselves because they 

allow themselves to be seen and understood by others in an authentic manner.  

 A significant finding was that the círculo normalized the act of crying amongst men. This 

finding serves as a counter-narrative to the macho stereotypes that exist in society about Chicano 

and Mexican men (Gutmann, 2007; Hurtado & Sinha, 2016). As part of its counter-hegemonic 

positioning to the societal norms of masculinity, the círculo taught men to be vulnerable, 

humble, and express their emotions. To facilitate men’s emotional expressiveness, as well as 

learning that they could be emotional and cry without the use of drugs and/or alcohol, the 

findings suggest that the program served a dual purpose in this regard. First, the círculo provided 

men with a safe and comfortable space to cry and second, as younger men saw older men cry, 

this encouraged them to also become vulnerable and share their cargas (barrier elements) 

(National Compadres Network, 2017). However, it must be noted that the act of crying was not 

always associated with pain or traumas because men also shared laughter, stories, poems, songs, 
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jokes, and celebratory experiences, such as that they just got married or were going to become 

fathers. It must be emphasized that the act of crying was not only a cleansing process for their 

“wounded masculinity” (Abalos, 2002), but it was also understood as the highest form of 

masculinity or re-humanization because men empathized with others, shattering socially 

constructed roles and stereotypes by opening their hearts and expressing their emotions to other 

men. Furthermore, crying made men more human by putting them in touch with fundamental 

emotions shared by other people and it connected them in deep ways with their own internal 

humanity. By expressing their emotions publicly, men connected with other men in the círculo 

and together, they created a shared humanity. 

Additionally, the círculo facilitated the ability for men to explore and deconstruct socially 

constructed gender roles, challenge stereotypes, and address the concepts of toxic masculinity, 

such as that men could not be nurturing and were simply the “breadwinners” (Mundy, 2012). 

Challenging these misconceptions, men moved away from the hegemonic worldviews that 

hindered their emotional well-being. However, as noted by Geraldo, some men appeared to have 

navigated the issue of crying on a subconscious level. Despite his father teaching him that it was 

okay to be emotional and cry, his father did not always cry in front of him. Geraldo’s experience 

highlights how men negotiate the issue of crying, which also sheds light how men negotiate 

different forms of masculinity, possibly from a subjugated position (Abalos, 2002; Hurtado and 

Sinha, 2016). Additionally, learning from his father’s experience, Geraldo tried to be more 

accepting with his children’s emotions and taught them that crying was a positive thing and thus, 

he broke down socio-cultural barriers. As the issue of crying could be interpreted as a form of 

healing, some men could liberate themselves from pain and/or release it, traumas, and cargas by 

learning how to cry again. Therefore, the círculo is effective on this front because its space 
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allows men to descargar (unburden) or let go of that which is hindering their growth, allowing 

them to (re)connect with their own emotions and their palabra. 

The Importance of Palabra (Word) 

Consistent with the Freirean concept of dialogue, the men of círculo use the concept of 

palabra or word in during meetings and ceremonies. On the one hand, having and keeping one’s 

palabra was another key finding amongst the men. The men also said palabra to re-center the 

attention of the men, wanted permission to speak, or when they were done speaking and it was 

another’s person turn to speak. On the other hand, as highlighted by Justin, palabra could be 

understood as one’s truth and one’s commitment to oneself. Having palabra and keeping one’s 

word was central for the process re-humanization. By men giving their palabra to other men, 

they were not only holding themselves accountable, but this concept was also grounded on a 

promise. As some of these men came from toxic environments and experienced very traumatic 

experiences, the exercise of palabra allowed men to become what Freire (2000) understood as 

“Subjects” because when men spoke, they had the platform and authority to share their stories 

and truths and they were given undivided attention without interruption. Hence, palabra 

facilitated the process of re-humanization because men were no longer treated as objects but 

Subjects, allowing themselves to be seen and understood (Freire, 2000). 

Self-reflection and Seeing Self in Others   

As the circulo offered men a self-reflection space, many of them continued to make 

positive changes and some even saw themselves in others. Some men shed light on the 

transformational elements that dialogue played in helping men from the círculo to transform 

their lives and experience by taking responsibility for their actions. Joe used himself as an 

example and described the person he used to be, pointing out how that he was able to make 
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drastic changes in his life, such as no longer being violent or reacting to people’s anger because 

of the circulo. Being a former street gang member, Joe’s experience suggests that the círculo 

facilitated the process of re-humanization by teaching him the Maya-Nahua based concepts of In 

Lak’ech and to some extent, Panche Be (Rodriguez, 2014). Given that In Lak’ech translates to, 

“You Are My Other Self” and it teaches people to see themselves in others and this concept goes 

beyond the Golden Rule because it involves “relations with all living beings” (Rodriguez, 2014, 

p. 176), Joe learned to see himself in other people and realized that the root of his anger was 

actually towards himself, yet he was projecting it on others, always on the brink of becoming 

violent if he felt disrespected. Through the círculo, however, Joe also realized that he had more 

things in common with those he was projecting his anger on and others like him were simply 

reflecting their dissatisfaction of their social positions, such as growing up in a single-parent 

household under poverty. Consequently, Joe learned about Panche Be, “To seek the Root of the 

Truth” (Rodriguez, 2014, p. 176) because he learned that young men in his neighborhood were 

simply reacting to their condition of growing up poor and that they had more in common with 

one another. Moreover, the men of the círculo also re-appropriated the concept of In Lak’ech, 

especially with what the círculo men called, the women nation. Not only were men taught that 

women were their other half, but also that they constituted the other half of their flesh. As the 

concepts of In Lak’ech and Panche Be were at the root of being human (Rodriguez, 2014), men 

re-rehumanize themselves through these concepts and by participating in ceremonies, they 

learned to see themselves in others.  

Being Human and a Critique on Masculinities   

Despite the círculo facilitating the process of re-humanization through Indigenous-based 

concepts, the group was not free of critiques in the areas of transformative justice and the 
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intersections of masculinities. Rodolfo admitted that through the círculo, he learned how to 

become more critical and for this reason, he offered several critiques of its platform, especially 

the repetitive structure of the annual retreats. Rodolfo maintained that while the círculo engaged 

in restorative justice work, it was not transformational enough. Also, he believed that the group 

lacked an element of accountability because whereas men could talk about serious mistakes that 

they made, many times, there was no process of accountability. Indeed, the critique of men not 

having a thorough follow-up when they make serious mistakes limits how restorative and 

transformational the men of the círculo, at times, could be. Furthermore, there was merit to 

Rodolfo’s concerns as he was sharing blind spots that the group embodied and his concern 

echoed the issues associated with manhood versus masculinities, sexism, and machismo (Abalos, 

2002; Anzaldúa, 1999; Hurtado & Sinha, 2016; Mirandé, 1997). Echoing Hurtado and Sinha 

(2016), Rodolfo’s critique on competing masculinities held merit as he maintained that what was 

referred to as “traditional” could be limiting and oppressive towards women, gay, and 

transgender folks and thus, he believed that there was a lot of work to be done, especially on the 

constructions of masculinities and the inclusivity of gay and trans “brothers” (Anzaldúa, 1999).  

Rodolfo’s analysis, in conjunction with the ratio of the 48 to 2 sexual orientation of the 

men offers an interesting critique of the Círculo de Hombres. Provided that 48 men identified 

themselves as heterosexual versus 2 men who identified as heteroflexible or bisexual, this 

finding raises questions about the intersectional components of gender and sexuality associated 

with this group. According Hurtado and Sinha (2016), the social identities of Latino men must be 

understood through the multiple lens of intersectionality that included and were not limited to 

race/ethnicity, gender, class, and sexuality. Hurtado and Sinha (2016) asserted, “Intersectionality 

is an effective theoretical tool that can be used to understand within- and across-group variation 
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in experience. An intersectional lens allows us to ‘see,’ in Anzaldúan terms…contradictory 

experiences of privilege and subordination” (p. 148). Applying an intersectional lens on the 

experiences of the men of the Círculo de Hombres suggests that the group is homogenous as 

almost all participants in this study identified themselves as heterosexual (sexual orientation) 

Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous (race/ethnicity) and men (gender) of the working class 

(class). The overwhelming 48 to 2 contrast of the group’s sexual orientation also raises the 

validity of Rodolfo’s critique about the inclusivity of gay and trans men and their experiences in 

relation to the group. Undeniably, as an intersectional lens underlines the within-group variation 

in experience from all the men of the círculo, all their experiences are characterized with 

privilege and subordination.  

Whereas the men of the círculo never shunned away from openly addressing issues about 

the LGBTQ community and/or homophobia, the group’s intersectional focus on race/ethnicity 

and gender, specifically Indigeneity and men, signifies that some categories of difference are 

emphasized over others. Although class was addressed to some extent, sexuality was addressed 

to a lesser extent in the findings. This finding is consistent with Chicana/o/x Studies scholars 

who maintain that the fight towards oppression needs to be more inclusive on race, class, gender, 

and sexuality, especially because issues of race and class have been prioritized over those of 

gender, sexism, and homophobia (Acuña, 2015; Martinez, 1999; Mariscal, 2005; Muñoz, 2007; 

Nieto Gomez, 1974; Perez, 2003). In light of the cultural expectations on gender and sexuality 

associated with Chicana/o/x, Mexican, and Indigenous peoples, sexuality was also marginalized 

and silenced (Anzaldúa, 1983; Gutmann, 2007; Moraga, 1983; Perez, 2003). As a result, within 

this group and society at large, identifying as a heterosexual Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous 

male of the working class is privileged over identifying as a queer Chicano, Mexican, and 
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Indigenous male of the working class. Certainly, if this center of analysis was switched to 

emphasize sexuality over race/ethnicity, the dynamics of the group would provide different 

perspectives and possibilities and new forms of privileges and subordination would also emerge 

(Hurtado & Sinha, 2016). Thus, Rodolfo’s critique not only alluded to how men construct and 

perform different types of masculinities, but also that men needed to be more inclusive to queer 

and trans brothers and always remain critical about the intersections of patriarchy, sexism, and 

oppression because not doing so could make men complicit in their reproductions (Anzaldúa, 

1983; hooks, 1989; Moraga, 1983; Perez, 2003).   

Ceremonial Dialogue  

Dialogue as a form of ceremony was another finding that emerged with the men of this 

group. Regarding ceremony, Gonzales (2012) wrote, “I offer a meaning of ceremony as ways of 

conduct to honor, show gratitude, and sustain that which is considered sacred… Story, metaphor, 

narratives, and symbols are different forms language and testimonies that are syncretized with 

rites and ceremony and are intrinsic in them” (p. xxiii). Not only were all meetings and Annual 

Men’s Gatherings considered ceremonies, but the behaviors of men always changed towards a 

more serious tone once a ceremony commenced. An elder or the Executive Director always 

commenced the meeting with a prayer or acknowledgment and men thanked the Creator and 

expressed gratitude towards the elements (Earth, Wind, Air, and Fire), while honoring the seven 

directions (North, East, West, South, Heaven, Earth, and Center). In all these meetings an altar 

was created, and men sat in a circle. In addition to speaking with a talking stick, men also burned 

sage and/or copal before smudging themselves. As these herbs were called medicine, they were 

understood as a form of healing. Gonzales (2012) further stated, “One way to understand birth 

[or healing] as ceremony is to view the body as a container not only for the spirit, but also for 
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principles of nature and life” (p. xix). For example, Vincent described ceremony as learning and 

argued that it included one’s body, heart, and spirt, including all one’s humanness. Thus, 

ceremony involved the inseparability of mind, body, spirit, and nature and life.    

Furthermore, the epitome of re-humanization is when men begin to see themselves as 

sacred human beings. The Círculo de Hombres explicitly taught men the following values: A 

man keeps his word; he does not do things to hurt others; he takes responsibility for his actions; 

and he is a positive example for others. These values were a modified version of the National 

Compadres Network (2017). Additionally, consistent with Gonzales (2012), after participating in 

healing ceremonies, men like Valentino started to see themselves in a positive light view, in 

accordance to a different narrative, and being sacred. Borrowing from Tello (2019) and Medina 

(2014), men saw themselves as having a sacred purpose. This fulfillment was also consistent 

with Rodriguez’s (2012, 2014) notion of living one’s life in ceremony. Indeed, when men live 

their lives in accordance to ceremonies, then they are living their life in accordance to a sacred 

purpose. 

Indigenous Spirituality 

The men of the Círculo de Hombres in San Diego are influenced by Indigenous 

spirituality because many of their teachings derive from the seven maíz-based concepts on the 

question of “what it is to be human” (Rodriguez, 2014, p. 175). According to Hollow (1999), 

“Spirituality can be defined as belief system focusing on intangible elements that impart vitality 

and meaning to life events” (p. 33). Consequently, not only did 49 from the 50 men in this study 

considered themselves spiritual but almost all were deeply influenced by Indigenous spirituality 

and a Maya-Nahua worldview or philosophical concepts, which were common throughout the 

North American continent (Rodriguez, 2017). Just like other Indigenous groups, who utilized 
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their own distinct symbols and instruments, what made the men engage in a process of re-

Indigenization was their opening circles with a prayer and the blowing of a concha or conch, 

honoring the seven directions (North, East, West, South, Heaven, Earth, and Center), always 

having a fire lit to connect with the elements (Earth, Water, Air, and Fire) and burning copal or 

sage to cleanse themselves, possessing winged animal feathers (i.e. eagle and hawk) to smudge 

men, the passing of a talking stick or staff with animal parts (i.e. eagle heads, deer skin or 

antlers, etc.) with bead work and pieces of colored clothing attached to them, and sitting in a 

circle with Chicano and Indigenous symbols, jewelry or art, and pictures of relatives on top of 

the altar at their center, especially when meetings were held in urban spaces. Hence, what makes 

the men in this group engage the process of re-Indigenization is their adherence to their Maya-

Nahua or maíz-based culture (Rodriguez, 2017). While the Círculo de Hombres is a program of 

the Izcalli, it is also a way of life for many of these men and they are a community.  

The men of the Círculo de Hombres are informed by an Indigenous-based spirituality, 

including and not limited to the Maya-Nahua philosophy (Rodriguez, 2014, 2017), decolonial 

methodologies (Smith, 1999), Red Pedagogy (Grande, 2004), and the Cultura Cura philosophy 

(de Jesús Acosta, 2007; Tello, 2019). Additionally, this is what makes the men of this group 

unique – whereas some secular groups, such as A.A. and N.A. implement a bible-inspired form 

of spirituality (París Pombo & Pérez Floriano, 2013) or a job-oriented form of rehabilitation and 

social integration program like Homeboys Industry (Hurtado & Sinha, 2016; Rios, 2017), or a 

strict religious form of spirituality like Victory Outreach (Flores & Hondagneu-Sotelo, 2013), the 

men of the Círculo de Hombres utilize a spirituality that is Indigenous to the North American 

continent. The model of change and re-humanization that the men of the Círculo de Hombres 

engage is exceptional because the values and concepts that derive from it were created by their 
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ancestors and men learn to reconnect with the maíz-based teachings of their culture. 

Furthermore, adhering to their traditional ways, men are practicing and living in accordance to 

the traditions of their ancestors and this form of spirituality falls outside Western frameworks 

and practices as “maíz stories preexist and exist outside that framework” (Rodriguez, 2014, p. 

60). Therefore, the men of this group understand that they are walking in the traditional ways of 

their ancestors, especially when they engage in spiritual practices.  

All men were influenced by Indigenous spirituality in distinguishable ways and many 

(42%) described their views in a critical manner, describing their Indigenous views of spirituality 

in contraposition to Catholicism or Christianity. This finding suggests that men were still 

negotiating and navigating Indigenous beliefs with their religious views that were Christian 

based. Also being exposed to their traditional Maya-Nahua worldview, this created a response 

where they expressed variant forms of critiques and many expressed reactions to growing up in 

the Catholic religion. Historically, on this continent, the imposition of Christianity and 

Catholicism on Indigenous peoples, along with the reinforcement of the master narrative, caused 

the erasure of Indigenous people’s cultures and stories (Rodriguez, 2014). Thus, it appeared that 

men were responding to colonization because these beliefs did not resonate with many of them 

and they were resisting the de-Indigenization of their culture, stories, and worldviews, especially 

when it came to the issue spirituality.  

Indigenous-based spirituality, worldviews, and practices inform the lives of the men of 

the Círculo de Hombres and the concept of connection and/or interdependence are key to 

understand their experiences. According to the National Compadres Network (2017), 

“Disconnection is a major contributor of disease. The purpose of the Círculo (kinship circle) is to 

reconnect communities, one person, one family, one town at a time.” The National Compadres 
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Network (2017) adds that interdependence and working collectively is a characteristic of healthy 

families and communities. Consequently, there is a fundamental distinction between Indigenous 

and Western worldviews and this difference has to do with the concept being human, one’s 

actions, and one’s relationship to others and the world around them (Cordova, 2007). Consistent 

with Indigenous traditions and epistemologies, the Círculo de Hombres teaches men that human 

beings are part of the world and that they have an interdependent relationship with everything 

around them because everything is “infused with divinity” (Cordova, 2007, p. 146). This is 

precisely what Rigoberto meant when he stated that, “Every ceremony I feel is about us 

reconnecting to our sacredness and the sacredness of others. The sacredness of the Earth, so I 

feel the circle's no different.” In contrast to the Indigenous worldview where humans are 

dependent on their environment, the book of Genesis maintained that “man is created from the 

clay of the Earth but is created as something apart from the earth, apart and superior” (Cordova, 

2007, p. 115). Whereas the Bible advocated for an absolute Truth, the círculo advocates that 

truths are relative and that all peoples have their unique stories (Cordova, 2007; Rodriguez, 

2014).  

Unlike Western approaches, men of the círculo believed that human beings were 

interdependent with each other and co-creators of stories and teachings through what Mazalotzin 

called, an unscripted “collaborative sermon.” However, it is worth noting that this collaborative 

sermon embodied a paradoxical position because it was “unscripted” and it was guided by 

“confusion, pain, humor and knowledge.” Despite this reality, the findings suggest that the 

círculo helped heal men through dialogue. Hence, rooted in an Elder-Youth Epistemology, the 

círculo (re)connects men to each other, the world around them, and with their maíz-based 

philosophies that were lost after the invasion (National Compadres Network, 2017; Rodriguez, 
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2014, 2017). Moreover, through Indigenous-based pedagogies, the círculo embodies what Freire 

(2000) called “co-intentional education” where men are Subjects and “permanent re-creators” (p. 

69) of stories and sermons. 

 As almost all men considered themselves spiritual because of the program (98%), the 

círculo assisted them to make their spiritual beliefs stronger. Consequently, it must be noted that 

the program may have drawn in those who were more spiritual to begin with, as they were more 

likely to be recruited into the program, and the program deepened their spirituality in new ways 

that appealed to them. Also, this leaves a treatment gap for those men who are atheists or 

agnostics. Whereas those with secular views highlighted the how learning Indigenous spirituality 

impacted them and those with secular and Indigenous views emphasized how the sweat lodge 

helped them and others, it is worth noting that very few men reconciled the Indigenous and 

Catholic worldviews.  

Consistent with the literature, some of the reasons why these men were able to reconcile 

was because they associated the Virgin Mary with Mother Earth or Tonantzin (Facio, 2014; 

Rodriguez, 2014). Another man reconciled Indigenous and Christian worldviews because he was 

mandated by probation to attend a church program. This man shared that he was having a hard 

time accepting Christianity because it prevented him doing circles and ceremonies. The program 

controlled his decisions and told him that they were against the Círculo de Hombres because it 

was related to paganism. Within a Freirean context, Christianity served as tool of the oppressor 

for Jacob’s experience. While Jacob felt oppressed and his experience validated how Indigenous 

and Chicanos peoples continue to face persecution for their spiritual beliefs (Gonzales, 2012) 

and/or “spiritual erasure” (Rodriguez, 2014, p. 31), other men, like Cuba, described the 

continuation of the maíz story, highlighting how Indigenous people survived colonization and 
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hardships because of corn. To Cuba, the círculo engaged in decolonialization practices because it 

taught men to put the pieces that were left behind by their ancestors and fix their humanity. 

Given his family roots in Mexico and migrating back and forth to the U.S., Cuba’s experience 

validated the work of Rodriguez (2014). Indeed, the círculo enhances the spiritual views of men 

because it teaches them to connect to others and the world around them and to resist colonization 

practices and ideologies that dehumanize them.  

The sweat lodge plays a central role in the lives of the men from Círculo de Hombres and 

allows them to become more spiritual. According to Gonzales (2012), the sweat lodge is treated 

as a sacred “living being” (p. 221) and its practice revolves around Traditional Indian Medicine 

(TIM) and ceremony (Hollow, 1999). As the sweat lodge represents the womb of Mother Earth 

or Tonantzin (Rojas Alba, 1996; Facio, 2014), a feminine space, the sweat ceremony is not just a 

physical purification experience, but also a spiritual, mental, emotional, social, and a cultural 

one. As noted by the men, the sweat lodge allowed them to find healing and balance, pray and 

sing songs, and receive guidance or clarity on things that are going on in their lives or completely 

change them. According to Martinez-Cruz, “In the Lakota tradition and among other hemispheric 

American Indian groups today, the sweat bath custom continues to symbolize the return to the 

womb shelter...A place of darkness, the fire of woman meets the steam of man to create life” 

(2011, p. 37). Not only does the círculo follow this tradition, along with a Maya-Nahua one, but 

this is precisely why the sweat lodge symbolizes a return to the womb, a reconnection to receive 

healing and/or a sense of regeneration, using the elements of earth, fire, water, and air. Hence, 

the sweat lodge ceremony is a “decolonial process” (Facio, 2014, p. 66) because it is Indigenous-

based, and Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men reconnect to ancestral knowledge, receiving 
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healing and/or direction, while challenging Christian-based traditions that subjugate their maíz-

based culture.   

The Círculo de Hombres not only provided a spiritual foundation for men, but also what 

Rodriguez (2014) termed the 7Rs as these concepts were extremely to relevant to their views and 

experiences. Regarding Elder-Youth Epistemology, Rodriguez (2014) maintained that the values 

of respect, reciprocity, relationship, responsibility, regeneration, resistance, and resilience lead to 

what he called resistance/creation. Indeed, this is precisely what the men of the círculo engage in 

and could best be understood for as they are not only re-creating ceremonies in different spaces, 

but also resisting the dehumanization of their maíz-based culture. As men learn to reconnect with 

their environment, they also learn to have respect for the Earth and themselves, realizing that 

they are interconnected to the world around them. Consequently, humans, being co-creators of 

the world, have a moral responsibility to treat the world with respect because Mother Earth is a 

living organism and sacred (Cordova, 2007; Grande, 2004). For example, Martin highlighted the 

concept of duality or reciprocity where he gives and takes from others in a self-care manner. 

Moreover, as part of this spiritual foundation, men learn about the resiliency of their maíz-based 

culture and how they survived the invasion. As noted by Max, the círculo provided him with the 

tools to resist the “colonial or conditioning of Western civilization and Western society” because 

he connected with the spirit of his ancestors, echoing Foucault (1978) that where there is great 

power, there is always great resistance. Hence, the círculo not only grounds men spiritually, but 

also helps men embody the notion of resistance/creation through the concept of the 7Rs.  

Social Justice 

 The struggle to achieve social justice by the Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous 

communities in the U.S. borderland of San Diego and fighting against oppression and 
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marginalization from the conservative and republican ruling class was an ongoing characteristic 

of this geopolitical region (Griswold del Castillo, 2007). Consequently, members of the 

Chicana/o and Indigenous communities created the Izcalli organization with the intent to 

transform the lives of the young people of their community by promoting a cultural awareness 

that emphasized art, education, and dialogue (Izcalli, 2020). The goals of Izcalli, specifically the 

Círculo de Hombres, was “to move the groups’ dialogue from an awareness of personal 

experiences to a political awareness of collective experiences” (Ginwright, 2016, p. 52). 

Therefore, the men of the círculo not only validated the organization’s mission of promoting 

cultural consciousness, but social justice and equality were also evident in all aspects of this 

group activities were consistent with the ideals of the Chicana/o Movement (Ortiz, 2007; 

Rodriguez, 2019).  

 The Chicano and Indigenous community of San Diego not only had a deep history of 

activism, in relation to the Chicano/a movement (Ortiz, 2007), but several elders who 

participated in this movement were members of the Círculo de Hombres. As noted by Rodriguez 

(2014), elders of the Chicano Movement taught younger generations how to reconnect with their 

maíz-based culture and ceremonies, such as the temezkal. Additionally, these elders became the 

teachers of the founders of Izcalli. The findings suggest that together, elders of the Chicano 

Movement taught their children and younger generations about activism, teaching them how to 

organize and become politically active in different struggles, such as doing huelgas (strikes), 

organizing conferences, protesting and taking over lands like Chicano Park, and creating cultural 

centers like the Centro Cultural de la Raza (Ortiz, 2007). Elders, such as Jose Montoya, Ramon 

“Chunky” Sanchez, and Rene Nuñez and their children were not only members of the Círculo de 

Hombres in San Diego, but also artists and elders like, Guillermo Aranda, Vincent, and Martin 
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Torero Acevedo continue to be members of this group. The revolutionary art, music, and 

scholarship of these men deeply shaped and continue to have an influence on the activism and 

sociopolitical orientation of the men of the Círculo de Hombres. Thus, the men of the círculo 

have a Chicano-based social justice orientation on socio-political issues (Ortiz, 2007).  

 Given the círculo’s community-based foundation, this helps explain why some men who 

created or joined the group had a social justice inclination as these men were already involved in 

these issues and approached them through an intersectional lens. However, as highlighted by 

Geraldo, the men of the círculo were involved in a wide range of sociopolitical issues and the 

group “never really organized anything political,” but focused its efforts on community building. 

While there is merit to Geraldo’s analysis, he captured the variety of issues that men were 

involved in and how these issues were part of the topics that the men engaged in. As this lack of 

politicization was an ongoing critique, Gilbert and others pointed out that the intent was never to 

be political, but to develop oneself and this is how social justice was best understood to them. 

Not only were there competing notions about social justice, but where some men pointed to a 

personal relationship to this topic, other men highlighted a more sociopolitical relationship.  

 Despite how men participated or became involved in social justice issues, some men 

learned about social justice through the círculo and the older men fostered the activism and 

provided guidance to younger men, especially those who were labeled “at-risk” and/or “gang-

associated” (Rios, 2017). For example, whereas the círculo empowered Joaquin to give back to 

his community, motivating him to join the A.C.L.U. because he shared the background to those 

he now served and the círculo gave Rodolfo direction to not lose his life over the street gang 

lifestyle, Mazalotzin highlighted that when a former violent gang member grew up hurting a lot 

of people and was talking about breaking cycles, that was the type of social justice work that the 
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círculo participated in. In other words, to Mazalotzin, social justice had to do with young men 

not falling victim to societal norms and in many cases, shattering these labels. Mazalotzin’s 

position echoes de Jesús Acosta and Ramos (2016) who argued that: 

The most successful models and programs are often led and staff by individuals who 

themselves have been at-risk school dropouts, gang members, substance abusers and 

criminals—individuals who have been there and done that, yet emerged from it better off 

for having ultimately decided to take a more positive and sustainable path. (p. xii) 

 The work of de Jesús Acosta and Ramos (2016) precisely captures the transformational 

component that takes place with the círculo and therefore, younger men listen to the lived 

experiences of older men and view them as insiders (Durán, 2013), “institutional agents” 

(Stanton-Salazar, 2010), and/or “transformational role models” (Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 

2001) who help guide them. Solórzano & Delgado Bernal (2001) maintained that role models 

from one’s one ethnic and gender group could inspire young people to become more involved in 

education-related and/or social justice issues. Consistent with the findings of the men from the 

Círculo de Hombres, older men not only served as role models to younger men, but the former 

also got them interested in school-related and social justice issues. While the findings 

corroborate Solórzano & Delgado Bernal (2001) this phenomenon is mutual because younger 

men also influence older men to become interested in social justice issues.  

The Círculo de Hombres offers a unique knowledge contribution relative to all models of 

change and all other forms of re-humanization because it embodies what Rodriguez (2014) calls 

an Elder-Youth Epistemology and Indigenous-based pedagogies that help men to rehumanize 

themselves. Generally, as older men who have been exposed to the street gang culture and/or the 

criminal justice system vividly share their stories and backgrounds with younger men, this 
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resonates with them and creates bonds of brotherhood because they, too, have or are 

experiencing dehumanization practices, such as the three-strikes law, street gang injunctions, 

and/or the “Youth Control Complex” that robs them of their humanity (Freire, 2000; Rios, 2011, 

2017). As older and younger men share their experiences with one another, they not only become 

co-creators of knowledge, but also, together, engage in the process of re-Indigenization because 

they are reconnecting with their own traditional culture and embracing decolonial pedagogies 

that teach them to see beyond the Western socio-political realm (Cordova, 2007; Grande, 2004; 

Rodriguez, 2014). As men critically engage in socio-political issues, as Bernardo suggested, 

social justice becomes something very real and not an “abstract thing,” especially because men 

learn to see their place in the world and learn to create or find their sacred purpose (Medina, 

2014; Tello, 2019). Thus, comparative to other models of change, such as those from A.A., N.A., 

Homeboys Industry, or Victory Outreach that take a top-down approach to help men, the 

círculo’s model of re-humanization is unique because it is rooted in principles of social justice 

(i.e. equality) as men sit in a circle and connect to teachings and values of their ancestors. By 

participating in ceremonies and re-connecting to ancient teachings and values, this allows men to 

see the interdependent relationship that they have with all living beings (Cordova, 2007; 

Rodriguez, 2017). By expressing their humanity and sharing it with others, men begin to feel as 

more complete human beings (Cordova, 2007; Rodriguez, 2012, 2014). 

Limitations 

While this study focused its attention on most men who resided in San Diego, there are 

elements of these findings that could be generalizable to other communities across the United 

States. Given that the community of the Círculo de Hombres is a healing circle and engages in 

what Ginwright (2016) termed as radical healing, other people could borrow the dialogue 
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concept of this group and learn to heal themselves and their communities using their traditional 

culture and/or through a collective vulnerability. People could learn, for example, that crying 

facilitates the process of re-humanization because it allows them to embrace their own emotions 

and connect them with their own humanity and the humanity of others. As Chicano, Mexican, 

and Indigenous populations are part of de-Indigenized communities who are part of a maíz-based 

culture, other people could also learn to reconnect with their own stories and partake in 

Indigenous-based spirituality practices (i.e. the sweat lodge) that facilitate the processes of re-

Indigenization and re-humanization. People could also live in accordance to the values of the 

7Rs, which are grounded in Elder-Youth Epistemology and Indigenous-based pedagogies, and 

these concepts serve as the antithesis to dehumanization. Finally, as people learn about social 

justice, engage in praxis and enter the world as Subjects, they could become critically conscience 

about the socio-political issues in their communities, and this could give them the tools to 

ameliorate social issues and transform themselves. In sum, the elements of healing through 

dialogue, Indigenous-based spiritual practices, and utilizing a social justice orientation are 

generalizable concepts that could be useful to other communities in the United States. 

Part of the aim of this study was to investigate the views of men who are part of the 

Círculo de Hombres in San Diego. Consequently, this project was not an evaluation of the 

program itself. However, as the Círculo de Hombres in San Diego is part of the National 

Compadres Network, which has chapters or circles in many cities throughout the United States, 

other programs could model after this program because it directly addresses the contemporary 

problems that Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous and Black and Native American young men 

face. As these populations struggle with the education and justice systems, they also have the 

highest rates of living in poverty, being raised under single-parent households, and the highest 
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dropout rates in the country (White House, 2015). Thus, while this study focused on the 

experiences of the Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men from Círculo de Hombres in San 

Diego, the program could serve as model for other populations in the country.  

More research is needed to measure how these findings could thoroughly be applicable to 

the overall Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous populations through the United States. Also, more 

research is needed on the self-selection bias for those who self-select into program and the 

attrition from those who do not agree or fit that tended to leave the program earlier. As this study 

only examined the experiences of adult men, it would be of interest to explore the experiences of 

adult women circles, especially the Círculo de Mujeres or Cihua Ollin from Izcalli and compare 

and contrast the findings of both men and women circles. Another interest would be to explore 

youth circles, especially those that exist in the K-12 education system. 

Conclusion 

The Círculo de Hombres plays a pivotal role in transforming the lives of Chicano, 

Mexican, and Indigenous men through ongoing dialogue and its social justice orientation. Also, 

(re)Indigenization and Indigenous-based pedagogies facilitates the process of re-humanization 

because it (re)connects men to their traditional Maya-Nahua philosophy and Indigenous-based 

spirituality, especially after these worldviews were jeopardized by the invasion (Rodriguez, 

2017). Despite being oppressed and made to feel as aliens and not belonging in the North 

American continent, Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men are part of the 7,000-year-old maíz-

based culture (Rodriguez, 2014). Consequently, this study is important because it highlights how 

Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men are not only Indigenous, but also continue to resist the 

dehumanization within the continual neoliberal context of criminalization (Freire, 2000).  
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This qualitative study is significant because it not only aired the voices of Chicano, 

Mexican, and Indigenous men, highlighting their resiliency, but it also showed how their 

experiences serve as counter-stories because they challenge deficit-based frameworks and 

narratives that silence this population (Garcia-Coll et al., 1996; Perez, 2003; Romero, 2016; 

Rodriguez, 2013, 2014). As this study aimed for men to tell their own stories, using their words, 

it delineated how men saw themselves and how their views changed through their engagement in 

the processes of re-humanization and re-Indigenization. Indeed, the men in this study 

demonstrated that they and others can cry, be nurturing, see themselves in others, reconnect with 

others and the world around them, and that their actions could be driven through a social justice 

prism. As men deconstructed, challenged, and resisted stereotypes that dehumanized their 

culture, they also showed a more humanistic aspect of themselves and their community through 

their participation in the Círculo de Hombres.  

As Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men are part of the largest ethnic minority in the 

United States, particularly in the Southwest, this study is also significant because the experiences 

of these men offer possibilities for other populations who are struggling with dehumanization 

issues, such as intergenerational trauma, violence and brutality, criminalization, street gangs, 

prison/detention, dropout/pushout rates, and marginalization (Durán, 2013; Estrada, 2009;  

Freire, 2000; Gonzales, 2012; Rios, 2011, 2017; Rodriguez, 2014; Vigil, 2002; White House, 

2015). This study not only makes a contemporary contribution to the fields of ethnic studies and 

Mexican American Studies and the local community of Barrio Logan in San Diego because it 

addresses the experiences of men from the Círculo de Hombres, but this study also highlights the 

ongoing issues that are negatively impacting other men of color. As a result, other communities 

could apply the concept of resistance/creation (Rodriguez, 2014) and re-humanization practices 
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(i.e. healing circles, sweat lodge ceremonies, and men’s gatherings) to ameliorate and/or 

transcend the practices of dehumanization. Hence, the experiences of the men from Círculo de 

Hombres offer hope to men from other communities who are struggling with similar issues as the 

findings suggest that other men can also rehumanize themselves from a social order that 

continually oppresses them.  

As Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men move from the practices of dehumanization 

toward re-humanization, they embody counter-hegemonic and decolonial practices because they 

adhere to Indigenous-based frameworks and Elder-Youth Epistemologies, which challenge 

Western ideologies on men of color. Being a multi-generational Indigenous-based community 

that created extended kinship networks with men from all walks of life through ceremonies and 

ancestral teachings, this group of men learned that they were interconnected with all living 

beings and that all human beings were sacred. Truly, the men of the Círculo de Hombres are a 

living testament that Chicano, Mexican, and Indigenous men can rehumanize themselves and 

transform themselves, their communities, and the world around them. 
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APPENDIX A: HUMAN SUBJECTS APPROVAL LETTER 
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APPENDIX B: CIRCULO DE HOMBRES SUPPORT LETTER 
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APPENDIX C: VERBAL SCRIPT FOR INFORMED CONSENT 

 



177 
 

 

 



178 
 

APPENDIX D: INTERVIEW QUESTIONNAIRE 

The Circulo de Hombres, Indigeneity, and Healing:  

Rehumanizing Chicano and Latino Men 
   
Date: ___________ 
 
Location: ___________________________________________ 
 
 
1. Tell me the story of your involvement with the Circulo de Hombres: how did you get 

involved? 

a. What has the group accomplished and why? 

 
2. How did you first learn about the Circulo de Hombres?  

a. Who was your first contact?  

b. What were your reasons for joining the Circulo de Hombres?  

 
3. How did you participate in the Circulo de Hombres or what was your role?  

a. What years?  

4. What did you see happen with the Circulo de Hombres and why did you stay?  
a. Did you stop going?  

i. Why?  
b. Did it change you?  

i. If so, how?  

ii. If not, why not? 

5. Tell me if your involvement in the following areas changed while in the Circulo de Hombres:  
a. Did your views on drugs and/or alcohol change?  

i. If so, how?  

ii. If not, why not? 

b. Did your views on race or ethnicity change?  

i. What is your race or ethnicity?  

c. Did your views on fatherhood change?  

i. Are you a father?  

d. Did your views on spirituality change?  

i. Do you consider yourself a spiritual person?  

e. Did your views on manhood change?  

i. Do you consider yourself a macho, a man or young man, or a gentleman?  

1. And why?  

f. Did you see your neighborhood change?  
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i. Do you still reside in the same community from where you first joined the 

Circulo de Hombres? 

 
6. What is the purpose of the Circulo de Hombres?  

 
7. Does the Circulo de Hombres teach Chicano and Latino men to resist stereotypes against 

their ethnicity?  

 
8. Tell me how the subject of social justice is addressed with the Circulo de Hombres. Has your 

involvement in the Circulo de Hombres influenced you to become more interested or 

participate in issues of social justice?  

a. Do you participate in political activities (e.g. protests, marches, and rallies)? 

b. Do you consider yourself political?  

 
9.  What do you think other men can learn from the changes you have created or participated in 

with the Circulo de Hombres (e.g. the sweat lodge, running ceremonies, and/or the Hombre 

Noble curriculum)?  

 
10. Do you have anything else you would like to share?  

a. Is there anyone else I should talk to?  
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