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The Homeland, Aztlan 

El otro Mexico 

El otro Mexico q11e aca hemos COtlJtf'llido 
el e1pacio e1 lo qtte ha 1ido 
ter,-ito·rio nacional. 

Elte el esfuerzo de todos 11ue1tros hermanos 
y latinoam.erit"110I que ban sabido

progres1ar. 

-Los Tigres del Norte'

"The Aztecas de/ 11orte . .. compose ,he largest single tribe 
or nation of Anishinabeg (Indians) found in the United States 
wday .... Some call themselves Chicanos and see themselves as 
people whose true homeland is Aztlfo (the U.S. Southwest]:'' 

Wind cugging at my sleeve 
feet sinking inco the sand 
I stand at the edge where earth muches ocean 
where the rwo over1ap 
a gentle coming cogether 
nt Other rimes and places a violent clash. 

Across che border in l\foxico 
stark silhouecce of houses gutted by waves, 

cliffs crumbling inco the sea, 
silver waves marbled with spume 

gashing a hole under the border fence. 
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Miro el mar aeacar 
la cerca en Border Field Park 

con JUI buchoneJ de agua, an Easter Sunday resurrection 
of the brown blood in my veins. 
Oigo et 1/orido def mar, el re1piro de/ aire, 

my heart surges ro the beat of the sea. 
In the gray haze of the sun 

the gulls' shrill cry of hunger, 
the rangy smell of che sea seeping int0 me. 

I walk through the hole in the fence 
to rhe ocher side. 

Under my fingers I feel the gritty wire rusted by. 139 years of the salry breath of the sea. 
Beneath the iron sky 
Mexican children kick their soccer ball across, 
run after it, entering the U.S. 

I press my hand to che steel currain
chainlink fence crowned with rolled barbed wire

rippling from the sea where Tijuana touches San Diego 
unrolling over mountains 

and plains and deserts,
chis "Tortilla Curtain" turning into el rio Grande

flowing down ro the flatlands 
of the Magic Valley of South Texas 

its mouth emptying imo the Gulf. 
1,950 mile-long open wound 

dividing a pueblo, a culture, 
running down the length of my body, 

staking fence rods in my flesh, 
splits me splits me

me raJa me raja 
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This is my homethis chin edge of barbwire. 
Bur the skin of the<1th is seam 1 The sea cannot belleed ltn e-�$.

el mar does not stop a1»rde;s. To show the white man wha1he thought f '' 0 '1isarroga�, 
Yemaya blew chauire fence d.,, 

CJO\v (1. 

This land was lt:rican once 
I d. \e, 

was n ,ana,ays 

and is. And will a1gain.
Yo Joy u11 ptte111e te,uM 

de! mm,do gabac/;,:1 del moja
\ad 

lo pa1ado me eufra pa',;, 
o. 

y lo presente pa' 
1

N-:.-nte. 
Que la Virgen de Guaddlpe me cuid

'ide
Ay ay ay, soy mexicana leste !ado. 

The U.S.-Mexican border eJ ,ma,,ida abier\ Third \�orld grates against the first ancleeds. And ;
1

� \Vhere the
rms it hemorrhages again, the lifeblolof two wo1or1/ ore a scab

O form n third country-a border culce. Borders 11 merging 
fine the places that are safe and unsi, co discing· art, Ser up to 

,.,,,., A border is a dividing line a ncow scrip 3 15u,s1-, u, from
· ' 1alot1 p. A borderland ,s a vague and und�rmined pla B a Sceep 

emotional residue of an unnaruralloundary. J�c� <::eated by 
nl Stare of transition. The prohibid and forbi·I! s •0 a con-

h b. 1.,dd · I 1canrs. Los atravesados live here:ne squint•e� �tl 
are 11s 

ne, rhe queer, the troublesome rhe>Jngrel the'-Ye<l, the per
If-breed, the half dead; in sho;c, ,h� who 'cro!\'ie llllilato, the 
tr, or go through the confines of the'1orma1:· G•.s� Over, pass 
I S h .d . . ·••nn.,�s . h , Out west _cons, er the mhab,m of che bo .,,~ 10 t e 

lhn•11ressors, aliens-whether the)' pisess docum tderlands 
Wh11hcr they're Chicanos, Indians or Fiks. Do no�ellt5 or nor, �urrs will be raped, maimed, srrangl�gassed, sh 'en,:;er, tres-
lt11h I mate" inhabitants are those in poer the whit;'oc. lfhe only ' tes a,-id those 
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who align themselves with whites. Tension grips che inhabitants 
of the borderlands like a virus. Ambivalence and unrest reside 
there and death is no stranger. 

In the fields, la migra. My aunt saying," No co"an, 
don't run. They'll think you're de! otro lao." In the confu
sion, Pedro ran, terrified of being caught. He couldn't speak 
English, couldn't tell them he was fifth generation Ameri
can. Sin papeles-he did not carri• his birth certificate 10 

work in the fields. La migra rook him away while we 
watched. Se lo 1/evaron. He tried 10 smile when he looked 
back at us, 10 raise his fist. Bur I saw the shame pushing his 
head down, I saw the terrible weight of shame hunch his 
shoulders. They deported him to Guadalajara by plane. The 
furthest he'd ever been to Mexico was Reynosa, a small 
border town opposite Hidalgo, Texas, nor far from 
McAllen. Pedro walked all the way 10 the Valley. Se lo 
llevaron sin un centavo al pobre. Se vino andando desde 
Guadalajara. 

During the original peopling of the Americas, the first 
inhabitants migrated across the Bering Straits and walked south 
across the continent. The oldest evidence of humankind in the 
U.S.-the Chicanos' ancient Indian ancestors-was found in
Texas and has been dated ro 35000 B.C.3 In the Southwest United
States archeologisrs have found 20,000- year-old campsites of the
Indians who migrated through, or permanently occupied, the
Southwest, Azthln-land of the herons, land of whiteness, the
Edenic place of origin of the Azreca.

In 1000 B.C., descendants of the original Cochise people 
migrated into what is now Mexico and Central America and 
became the direct ancestors of many of the Mexican people. (The 
Cochise culture of the Southwest is the parent culture of the 
Aztecs. The Uto-Aztecan languages stemmed from the language 
of the Cochise people.)' The Aztecs (the Nahuatl word for 
people of Aztlan) left the Southwest in 1168 A.O. 

Now let us go. 
Tihueque, tihueqtte, 

V timono1, vamonot. 
Un pajaro cant6. 
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Con sus ocho tribus salieron 
de la "cueva de! origen." 

Los aztecas siguieron al dios 
H uitzilopochtli. 

Huitzilopochtli, the God of War, guided them 10 the place 
(that later became Mexico City) where an eagle with a writhing 
serpent in its beak perched on a caetus. The eagle symbolizes the 
spirit (as the sun, the father); the serpent symbolizes the soul (as 
the earth, the mother). Together, they symbolize ,he struggle 
between the spiritualjcelestialj male and the underworld/earth/ 
feminine. The symbolic sacrifice of the serpent to the "higher" 
masculine powers indicates that the patriarchal order had already 
vanquished the feminine and ma!fiarchal order in pre
Columbian America. 

At the beginning of the 16th century, the Spaniards and 
Hernan Cones invaded Mexico and, with the help of tribes that 
the Aztecs had subjugated, conquered it. Before the Conquest, 
there were twenty-five million Indian people in Mexico and the 
Yucatan. Immediately after the Conquest, the Indian population 
had been reduced to under seven million. By 1650, only one-and
a-half-million pure-blooded Indians remained. The mestizos 
who were generically equipped to survive small pox, measles, and 
typhus (Old World diseases to which the natives had no immun
ity), founded a new hybrid race and inherited Central and South 
America.5 En 1521 nacio una nueva raza, ei mestizo, ei mexicano 
(people of mixed Indian and Spanish blood), a race that had 
never existed before. Chicanos, Mexican-Americans, are the 

offspring of those first matings. 
Our Spanish, Indian, and mestizo ancestors explored and 

settled parts of the U.S. Southwest as early as the sixteenth 
century. For every gold-hungry conq11istado, and soul-hungry 
missionary who came north from Mexico, ten 10 twenty Indians 
and mestizos went along as porters or in ocher capacities.• For 
the Indians, this constituted a return t0 the place of origin, 
Azrlan, thus making Chicanos originally and secondarily indi
genous to the Southwest. Indians and mestizos from central 
Mexico intermarried with North American Indians. The contin
ual intermarriage between Mexican and American Indians and 
Spaniards formed an even greater mestizaje. 
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Et destierro/The Lost Land 

Entonces corre la Jang,e 
110 Jabe el i,uiio que hace,, 
le van a quitar Ju tierra, 
la tiene que defe,uie,, 
el indio re cae muerto, 
y el afuerino de pie. 
Levamate, Manquilef. 

A rauco tiene u11a pena 
111,fJr neg-ra que su cha1nal, 
ya no son /os espano/es 
los q11e lu hacen 1/o,ar, 
hoy son los propios chileno1 
los que le! quitan m pan. 
Levantate, Pailahuan. 

-Violeta Parra. "Arauco tiene una pena'11 

In the 1800s, Anglos migrated illegally into Texas, which 
was then part of Mexico, in greater and greater numbers and 
gradually drove the tejanos (native Texans of Mexican descent) 
from their lands, committing all manner of atrocities against 
chem. Their illegal invasion forced Mexico to fight a war to keep 
its Texas territory. The Bartle of the Alamo, in which the Mexi• 
can forces nnquished the whites, became, for the whites, the 
symbol for the cowardly and villainous charaeter of the Mexicans. 
It became (and still is) a symbol that legitimized the white 
imperialist takeover. With the capture of Santa Anna later in 
1836, Texas became a republic. Tejanos lose their land and, 
overnight, became the foreigners. 

Ya la mitad de/ ierreno 
le! vendi6 el traidor Santa Anna, 
con lo que se ha hecho muy rica 
la 11aci6n a1nericana. 

,Que aca10 no se conforman 
con el oro de las minas? 
U stedes muy elegant es 
ya.qui nosotros en ruina1. 

-from the Mexican corrido,
"Del peligro de la lnee,-venci6n"8 

7 

The Homeland, Aic13n / El 01ro Mexico

In 1846, the U.S. incited Mexico co war. U.S. croops invaded 
and occupied Mexico, forcing her co give up almost half of her 
nation, what is now Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, Colorado and 
California. 

With the victory of the U.S. forces over the Mexican in the 
U.S.-Mexican War, los 11orteamerica11os pushed the Texas
border down 100 miles, from el rfo Nueces 10 el rio Grande.
South Texas ceased co be part of the Mexican state of Tamauli

pas. Separated from Mexico, the Native Mexican-Texan no
longer looked toward Mexico as home; the Southwest became
our homeland once more. The border fence that divides the
Mexican people was born on February 2, 1848 with the signing of
the Treacy of Guadalupe-Hidalgo. It left 100,000 Mexican citi•
zens on this side, annexed by conquest along with the land. The
land established by the treaty as belonging t<) Mexicans was soon
swindled away from its owners. The treaty was never honored
and restitution, co this day, has never been made.

The justice and benevolence of God 
will forbid chat ... Texas should again 
become a howling wilderness 
trod only by savages, or ... benighted 
by the ignorance and superstition, 
the anarchy and rapine of Mexican misrule. 
The Anglo-American race are destined 
co be forever the proprietors of 
this land of promise and fulfillment. 
Their laws will govern it, 
cheir learning will enlighten it t 

their enterprise will improve it. 
Their flocks range its boundless pastures, 
for them its fertile lands will yield ... 
luxuriant harvests ... 
The wilderness of Texas has been redeemed 
by Anglo-American blood & enterprise. 

-William H. Wharton•

The Gringo, locked into the fiction of white superiority, 
seized complete political power, stripping Indians and Mexicans 
of their land while their feet were still rooted in ic. Con el 
destierro y el exilo fuimos desttflados, de1troncados, destri• 
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pados-we were jerked out by the roots, truncated, disembo
weled, dispossessed, and separated from our identity and our 
history. Many, under the threat of Anglo terrorism, abandoned 
homes and ranches and went to Mexico. Some stayed and pro
tested. But as the courrs, law enforcement officials, and govern
ment officials not only ignored their pleas bur penalized them for 
their efforts, tejanos had no other recourse but armed retaliation. 

After Mexican-American resisters robbed a train in 
Brownsville, Texas on October 18, 1915, Anglo vigilante groups 
began lynching Chicanos. Texas Rangers would take them into 
the brush and shoot them. One hundred Chicanos were killed in a 
matter of months, whole families lynched. Seven thousand fled 
_to Mexico, leaving their small ranches and farms. The Anglos, 
afraid chat the mexicanos• 0 would seek independence from rhe 
U.S., brought in 20,000 army croops t0 put an end t0 the social
protest movement in South Texas. Race hatred had finally
fomented into an all out war. 11 

My grandmother lose all her cattle, 
they stole her land. 

"Drought hie South Texas," my mother tells me. "La tierra 
se pu10 bien teca y los animates comenzaron a momr1e de 1e'. Mi 
papa se murio de un heart attack dejando a mama pregnant y con 
ocho huercos, with eight kids and one on the way. Yo fui la 
mayor, tenia diez aflos. The next year che drought continuedy el 
ganado got hoof and mouth. Se calleron in droves en las pa1tas y 
el brushland, pamat blanca1 ballooning 10 the skies. El siguienee 
aflo still no rain. Mi pobre madre vi"da perdi6 two-thirds of her 
ganado. A smartgabacho lawyer rook the land away mama hadn't 
paid taxes. No hablaba inglh, she didn't know how to ask for 
time to raise the money." My father's mother, Mama Locha, also 
lose her eerreno. For a while we got $12.50 a year for the" mineral 
rights" of six acres of cemetery, all that was left of the ancestral 
lands. Mama Locha had asked that we bury her there beside her 
husband. El cemeterio euaba cercado. But there was a fence 
around the cemetery, chained and padlocked by the ranch owners 
of the surrounding land. We couldn't even get in 10 visit the 
graves, much less bury her there. Today, it is still padlocked. The 
sign reads: "Keep 0\1[. Trespassers will be shot." 
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ln  the 1930s, after Anglo agribusiness corporations cheated 
the small Chicano landowners of their land, the corporations 
hired gangs of mexica1101 to pull 0111 che brush, chaparral and 
cactus and to irrigate the desert. The land they toiled over had 
once belonged to many of them, or had been used communally by 
chem. lacer che Anglos brought in huge machines and root plows 
and had the Mexicans scrape the land clean of natural vegetation. 
In my childhood 1 saw the end of dry land farming. I witnessed the 
land cleared; saw the huge pipes connected to underwater sources 
sticking up in the air. As children, we'd go fishing in some of 
those canals when they were full and hunt for snakes in them 
when chey·were dry. ln  the 1950s I saw che land, cut up into 
thousands of neat reccangles and squares, constantly being irri
gated. lo the 340-day growth season, the seeds of any kind of fruit 
or vegetable had only to be stuck in the ground in order to grow. 
More big land corporations came in and bought up the remaining 
land. 

To make a living my father became a sharecropper. Rio 
Farms Incorporated loaned him seed money and living expenses. 
Ac harvest time, my father repaid the loan and forked over 40% 
of the earnings. Sometimes we earned less than we owed, but 
always che corporations fared well. Some had major holdings in 
vegetable trucking, livestock auccions and cotton gins. Alto
gether we lived on three successive Rio farms; the second was 
adjacent to the King Ranch and included a dairy farm; the third 
was a chicken farm. I remember the white feathers of three 
thousand leghorn chickens blanketing the land for acres around. 
My sister, mother and I cleaned, weighed and packaged eggs. (For 
years afterwards I couldn't stomach the sight of an egg.) I 
remember my mother attending some of the meetings sponsored 
by well-meaning whites from Rio Farms. They talked about good 
nucricion, health, and held huge barbeques. The onli• thing sal
vaged for my family from those years are modern techniques of 
food canning and a food-stained book they printed made up of 
recipes from Rio Farms' Mexican women. How proud my 
mother was co have her recipe for enchiladas colorada1 in a book. 

El CTuzar def mojadc,/Illegal Crossing 

"Ahora si ya tengo una ttt1nba pat'a llorar, 11 

dice Conchita, upon being reunited with 
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her unknown mother just before the mother dies 
-from Ismael Rodriguez' film,

Nosotros /01 pobre.r•l

La crisfr. Los gringos had not sropped at the border. By the 
end of the nineteench century, powerful landowners in Mexico, 
in partnership with U.S. colonizing companies, had dispossessed 
millions of Indians of their lands. Currently, Mexico and her 
eighty million citizens are almost completely dependent on the 
U.S. market. The Mexican governmem and wealthy growers are 
in partnership with such American conglomerates as American 
Motors, IT&T and Du Pont which own factories called 
maq11iladoras. One-fourrh of all Mexicans work at maquiladora.; 
most are young women. Next 10 oil, maquiladoras are Mexico's 
second greatest source of U.S. dollars. Working eight 10 twelve 
hours a day 10 wire in backup lights of U.S. autos or solder 
miniscule wires in TV sets is not the Mexican way. While the 
women are in the maqttiladoras, the children are left on their 
own. Many roam the street, become part of cholo gangs. The 
infusion of rhe values of the white culrnre, coupled with the 
exploirarion by that culture, is changing the Mexican wai• of life. 

The devaluation of the peso and Mexico's dependency on 
the U.S. have brought on what the Mexicans call la crisis. No hay 

trabajo. Half of the Mexican people are unemployed. In the U.S. a 
man or woman can make eigh, rimes what they can in Mexico. By 
March, 1987, 1,088 pesos were worth one U.S. dollar. I remember 
when I was growing up in Texas how we'd cross the border ar 
Reynosa or Progreso to buy sugar or medicines when the dollar 
was worth eight pe.ro.r and fifty centavos. 

l..a trave1fa. For many mexica11os de/ otro /ado, the choice is 
to stay in Mexico and starve or move north and live. Diceu qft.e 
cada mexicano siempre rnefia de la conqttiJta en los brazoJ de 
cuatro gringas rubia1, la conqui.rta de! pals poderoso de/ norte, los 
EJtado1 Unido1. En cada Chicano y mexicano vive el mito de! 
tesoro ter·ritoria/ perdido. North Americans call this return to 
the homeland the silent invasion. 

NA /.a cneva ·voiverdn.
11 

-El Puma en la cancion "A1n.alia,,

II 
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South of the border, called North America's rubbish dump 
by Chicanos, mexicanos congregate in the plazas 10 talk about the 
best way 10 cross. Smugglers, coyote.r, pasadores, enga11chadore1 
approach these people or are soughc out by them. ''iQue dicen 
muchachos a ech,frsela de mojado?" 

"Now among the alien gods with 
weapons of magic am 1:· 

-Navajo protection song,
sung when going inro battle.••

We have a tradition of migration, a tradition of Jong walks. 
Today we are witnessing la migraci611 de los pueblo! mexicanos, 
the return odyssey 10 the historical/ mythological Azrlan. This 
time, the traffic is from south ro north. 

El retomo 10 the promised land first began with the Indians 
from the interior of Mexico and the mestizos that came wirh rhe 
conquistadore1 in the 1500s. Immigration continued in the next 
three centuries, and, in this century, it continued with the brace
ro1 who helped 10 build our railroads and who picked our fruit. 
Today thousands of Mexicans are crossing the border legally and 
illegally; ten million people without documents have returned 10 
rhe Southwest. 

Faceless, nameless, invisible, taunted with "Hey cucaracho" 
(cockroach). Trembling with fear, yer filled with courage, a 
courage born of desperation. Barefoot and uneducated, Mexicans 
with hands like boot soles gar her at night by the river where two 
worlds merge creating what Reagan calls a frontline, a war zone. 
The convergence has created a shock cul cure, a border culture, a 
third country, a closed country. 

Without benefit of bridges, the "mojados" (wee backs) float 
on inflatable rafts across el do Grande, or wade or s"•im across 
naked, clutching cheir cloches over their heads. Holding onto the 
grass, they pull themselves along the banks with a prayer to 
Virgen de Guadalupe on their lips: Ay virgencita morena, mi 
madrecita, dame ttt bendici6n. 

The Border Patrol hides behind the local McDonalds on the 
outskirts of Brownsville, Texas or some other border cown. They 
set traps around the river beds beneath the bridge." Hunters in 
army-green uniforms stalk and track these economic refugees by 
the powerful nightvision of electronic sensing devices planted in 
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the ground or mounted on Border Patrol vans. Cornered by 
flashlights, frisked while their arms screech over their heads, los 
mojados are handcuffed, locked in jeeps, and then kicked back 
across the border. 

One our of every three is caught. Some rerurn to enacr their 
rite of passage as many as three times a day. Some of those who 
make it across undetected fall prey co Mexican robbers such as 
those in Smugglers· Canyon on the American side of the border 
near Tijuana. As refugees in a homeland chat does not wane 
them, many find a welcome hand holding out only suffering, 
pain, and ignoble death. 

Those who make it past the checking points of the Border 
Pacrol find themselves in che midst of 150 years of racism in 
Chicano barriot in the Southwest and in big northern cities. 
living in a no-man·s-borderland, caught between being treated 
as criminals and being able co eat, between resistance and depor
tation, the illegal refugees are some of the poorest and the most 
exploited of any people in the U.S. It is illegal for Mexicans 10 
work without green cards. But big farming combines, farm 
bosses and smugglers who bring chem in make money off the 
"wetbacks"" labor-they don"t have to pay federal minimum 
wages, or ensure adequate housing or sanitary conditions. 

The Mexican woman is especially at risk. Often the coyote 
(smuggler) doesn"t feed her for days or let her go co the 
bathroom. Often he rapes her or sells her into prostitution. She 
cannot call on county or state health or economic resources 
because she doesn"t know English and she fears deportation. 
American employers are quick co take advantage of her helpless• 
ness. She can"t go home. She's sold her house, her furniture, 
borrowed from friends in order co pay the coyote who charges 
her four or five thousand dollars 10 smuggle her to Chicago. She 
may work as a live-in maid for white, Chicano or Latino house
holds for as little as$ 15 a week. Or work in the garment industry, 
do hotel work. Isolated and worried about her family back home, 
afraid of getting caught and deported, living with as many as 
fifteen people in one room, the mexicana suffers serious health 
problems. Se en/er-ma de los ner-vios, de alta presi6n. 15

La mojada, la mttjer indocumetltada, is doubly threatened in 
this country. Not only does she ,have co contend with sexual 
violence, bur like all women, she is prey to a sense of physical 
helplessness. As a refugee, she leaves the familiar and safe 
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homeground to venture into unknown and possibly dangerous 
terrain. 

This is her home 
this thin edge of 

barbwire. 



2 
Movimientos de rebeldia 

y las culturas que traicionan 

£sos movimientos de rebetdia que tenemos en ta san
gre nosotro1 los mexicanos surge11 como rios desbocanadoJ 
on 111,,'.s venas. Y co1no mi raza q11e cada en cuando deja caer 
esa esclavitud de obedecer, de callarse y aceptar, en mi esta 
la rebetdia encimita de mi carne. Debajo de mi humilfada 
mirada esta ,ma cara insolente tista para exptotar . .Me cost6 
muy caro mi rebeldfa-acalambrada con desvetos y dudas, 
si-ntien.dome in.tltil, ertUpida, e impotente . 

. Me entra una rabia cuando alguien-sea 1ni 111amil, la Igle
sia, ta culti,ra de los anglos-me dice haz eseo, haz eso sin 
contiderar tnfr deseos. 

Repele. Hable pa' 'tras. Fr,/ muy hocicona. Era indiferenee a 
muchos valores de mi cultura. No me deje de los hombres. 
No /ui buena ni obedieme. 

Pero he crecido. Ya no sot6 pa.so toda mi vida botando las 
co1tumbres J' los valores de 1ni cu/Jura que <1ne zraicio·nan. 
Tambien recojo las costumbres que por el tiempo se han 
provado y las costumbres de respeto a las mr,jeres. But 
despite mr growing tolerance, for this Chicana la guerra de 
independencia is a conscam.

The Strength of My Rebellion 

I have a vivid memory of an old photograph: I am six years 
old. I stand between my father and mother, head cocked to the 
right, the t0es of my flat feet gripping the ground. I bold my 
mother's hand. 
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To this day I'm not sure where I found the strength to leave 
the source, the mother, disengage from my family, mi tieffa, mi 
gente, and all that picture stood for. I had 10 leave home so I could 
find myself, find my own intrinsic nature buried under the 
personality that had been imposed on me. 

I was the first in six generations 10 leave the Valley, the only 
one in my family 10 ever leave home. But I didn't leave all the 
parts of me: I kept the ground of my own being. On it I walked 
away, taking with me the land, the Valley, Texas. Gane mi 
camino y me largtte. M11y andariega mi hija. Because I left of my 
own accord 111e dicen, '(·C01110 te gusta la mala vida?" 

At a very early age I had a strong sense of who I was and 
what I was about and what was fair. I had a stubborn will. Ir tried 
constantly 10 mobilize my soul under my own regime, 10 live life 
on my own terms no matter how unsuitable co others they were. 
Terca. Even as a child I would not obey. I was "lazy." Instead of 
ironing my younger brothers· shires or cleaning the cupboards, I 
would pass many hours studying, reading, painting, writing. 
Every bit of self-faith I'd painstakingly gathered took a beating 
daily. Nothing in my culture approved of me. Habla agaffado 
malo, pasos. Something was "wrong" with me. Eitaba mas al/a 
de la tradici611. 

There is a rebel in me-the Shadow-Beast. It is a part of me 
that refuses 10 take orders from outside authorities. It ,efuses 10 
take orders from my conscious will, it threatens the sovereignty 
of my rulers hip. Ir is that part of me that hates constraints of any 
kind, even those self-imposed. At the least hint of limitations on 
my rime or space by others, it kicks out with both feet. Bolts. 

Cultural Tyranny 

Culmre forms our beliefs. We perceive the version of reality 
that it communicates. Dominant paradigms, predefined concepts 
that exist as unquestionable, unchallengeable, are transmitted 10 
us through the culture. Culture is made by those in power-men. 
Males make the rules and laws; women transmit them. How 
many times have I heard mothers and mothers-in-law tell their 
sons to beat their wives for not obeying chem, for being hocico
naI (big mouths), for being callajeras (going to visit and gossip 
with neighbors), for expecting their husbands 10 help with the 
rearing of children and the housework, for wanting to be some
thing ocher than housewives? 
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The culture expects women 10 show greater acceptance of, 
and commitment 10, the value system than men. The culture and 
the Church insist that women are subservient 10 males. If a 
woman rebels she is a mujer ma/a. If a woman doesn't renounce 
herself in favor of the male, she is selfish. If a woman remains a 
11irgen until she marries, she is a good woman. For a woman of 
my culture there used to be only 1hree directions she could turn: 
to the Church as a nun, to the streets as a prostitute, or to the 
home as a mother. Today some of us have a fourth choice: 
entering the world by way of education and career and becoming 
self-autonomous persons. A very few of us. As a working class· 
people our chief activity is co put food in our mouths, a roof over 
our heads and clothes on our backs. Educating our children is out 
of reach for mos1 of us. Educated or not, the onus is still on 
woman 10 be a wife/mother-only the nun can escape mother
hood. Women are made to feel total failures if they don·, marry 
and have children. "cY c1uindo te ca,as, Gloria? Se te va a patar el 
tren." Y yo /es digo, "Pos si me caso, no 11a ser con un hombre." Se 
quedan calladitaI. Si, ,oy hija de la Chingada. I've always been her 
daughter. No 'th chingando. 

Humans fear 1he supernatural, both the undivine (the 
animal impulses such as sexualiry, the unconscious, the 
unknown, the alien) and the divine (the superhuman, the god in 
us). Culture and religion seek to protect us from these two forces. 
The female, by virtue of creating entities of flesh and blood in her 
stomach (she bleeds every month but does no, die), by vinue of 
being in tune with nature's cycles, is feared. Because, according 10 
Christianiry and most other major religions, woman is carnal, 
animal, and closer co the undivine, she must be protected. Pro
tected from herself. Woman is the stranger, the other. She is 
man's recognized nightmarish pieces, his Shadow-Beast. The 
sight of her sends him into a frenzy of anger and fear. 

La gorra, el rebozo, la mantilla are symbols of my culture's 
"proteetion" of women. Culture (read males) professes 10 protect 
women. Actually it keeps women in rigidly defined roles. It keeps 
the girlchild from other men-don't poach on my preserves, only 
I can couch my child's body. Our mothers taught us well, "Los 
hombres noma, quieren ,ma co,a"; men aren't 10 be trusted, they 
are selfish and are like children. Mothers made sure we didn't 
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walk into a room of brothers or fathers or uncles in nightgowns 
or shores. We were never alone with men, not even those of our 
own family. 

Through our mothers, the culture gave us mixed messages: 
No voy a dejar que ningun pelado detgraciado malerate a mis 
hijof. And in the next breath it would say, La mujer tiene que 
hater lo que le diga el hombre. Which was ir ro be-strong, or 
submissive, rebellious or conforming? 

Tribal rights over those of the individual insured the survi
val of the tribe and were necessary then, and, as in the case of of 
all indigenous peoples in ,he world who are still figh,ing off 
intentional, premedi,ared murder (genocide), rhey are still 
necessary. 

Much of what ,he culrnre condemns focuses on kinship 
rela<ionships. The welfare of the family, <he community, and ,he 
tribe is more important ,han the welfare of ,he individual. The 
individual exists first as kin-as sister, as father, as padrino-and 
las< as self. 

In my culture, selfishness is condemned, especially in 
women; humili,y and selflessness, the absence of selfishness, is 
considered a virrue. In the pas,, acting humble with members 
ou,side the family ensured that you would make no one envidioso 
(envious); therefore he or she would not use wirchcrafc against 
you. If you get above yourself, you're an envidiosa. If you don't 
behave like everyone else, la geme will say that you think you're 
better ·rhan others, que te cree1 grande. Wi<h ambition (con
demned in the Mexican culture and valued in the Anglo) comes 
envy. Re1petocarries with it a set of rules so ,hat social categories 
and hierarchies will be kept in order: respect is reserved for la
abuela, papa, el patron, those with power in rhe community. 
Women are at the bottom of the ladder one rung above the 
deviants. The Chicano, mexicano,and some Indian cultures have 
no tolerance for deviance. Deviance is whatever is condemned by 
the community. Most societies rry to get rid of their deviants. 
Most cultures have burned and beaten ,heir homosexuals and 
others who deviate from the sexual common.' The queer are the 

mirror refleeting the heterosexual tribe's fear: being differenc, 
being o,her and therefore lesser, therefore sub-human, in
human, non-human. 
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Half and Half 

There was a mu-ehacha who lived near my house. La genie 
de/ pueblo talked about her being tma de las otras, "of the 
Others." They said that for six months she was a woman who had 
a vagina that bled once a month, and rhar for the orher six 
months she was a man, had a penis and she peed standing up. 
They called her half and half, mita'y mita', neither one nor ,he 
or her but a strange doubling, a deviation of nature that horrified, 
a work of nature inverted. But there is a magic aspecr in abnor
mality and so-called deformity. Maimed, mad, and sexually dif
ferent people were believed ro possess supernarnral powers by 
primal cultures· magico-religious thinking. For them, abnormal
ity was the price a person had 10 pay for her or his inborn 
extraordinary gift. 

There is something compelling abou, being both male and 
female, about having an entry into both worlds. Contrary ro some 
psychiatric rene,s, half and halfs are not suffering from a confu
sion of sexual identity, or even from a confusion of gender. What 
we are suffering from is an absolute despot dualit)' that says we 
are able to be only one or rhe other. It claims that human nature is 
limited and cannot evolve into something better. Bur 1, like or her 
queer people, am two in one body, both male and female. I am rhe 
embodiment of rhe hiero1 gamos: the coming together of oppo
site qualities within. 

Fear of Going Home: Homophobia 

For rhe lesbian of color, the ultimate rebellion she can make 
against her native culture is through her sexual behavior. She 
goes against two moral prohibitions: sexuality and homosexual
ity. Being lesbian and raised Catholic, indoctrinated as straight, I 
made the choice to be q11eer (for some ir is generically inherent). 
Ir's an interesting parh, one that continually slips in and out of 
the white, the Catholic, the Mexican, the indigenous, the 
instincts. In and Olli of my head. It makes for loq11eria, the crazies. 
It is a path of knowledge-one of knowing (and of learning) the 
history of oppression of our raza. Ir is a way of balancing, of 
mitigating duality. 

In a New England college where I raughr, rhe presence of a 
few lesbians threw the more conservative heterosexual students 
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and faculty into a panic. The two lesbian students and we two 
lesbian instructors mer with them to discuss their fears. One of 
the students said, "I thought homophobia meant fear of going 
home after a residency." 

And I thought, how apt. Fear of going home. And of no1 
being taken in. we·re afraid of being abandoned by rhe mother, 
1he culcure, la Raza, for being unacceptable, faulcy, damaged. 
Most of us unconsciously believe that if we reveal this unaccepta• 
ble aspect of the self our mother/culcure/race will totally rejeCI 
us. To avoid rejection, some of us conform to the values of the 
culture, push rhe unacceptable parts into the shadows. Which 
leaves only one fear-that we will be found our and that the 
Shadow-Beast will break our of its cage. Some of us take another 
route. We try 10 make ourselves conscious of the Shadow-Beast, 
stare at the sexual lust and lust for power and destruction we see 
on ics face, discern among its feacures 1he undershadow chat 1he 
reigning order of heterosexual males project on our Beasc. Yee 
still ochers of us cake i1 another seep: we try to waken the 
Shadow-Beast inside us. Not many jump at the chance to con• 
front the Shadow-Beas, in 1he mirror without flinching at her 
lidless serpent eyes, her cold clammy moist hand dragging us 
underground, fangs barred and hissing. How does one put feath· 
ers on this particular serpent? But a few of us have been lucky
on the face of the Shadow-Beast we have seen nor lust but 
tenderness; on its face we have uncovered the lie. 

Intimate Terrorism: Life in the Borderlands 

The world is not a safe place co live in. We shiver in separate 
cells in enclosed cities, shoulders hunched, barely keeping the 
panic below the surface of the skin, daily drinking shock along 
with our morning coffee, fearing the torches being set to our 
buildings, the attacks in 1he streets. Shutting down. Woman does 
not feel safe when her own culture, and white culture, are cricical 
of her; when the males of all races hunt her as prey. 

Alienated from her mother culture," alien" in the dominant 
culture, the woman of color does not feel safe within the inner 
life of her Self. Petrified, she can't respond, her face caught 
between los intersticios, the spaces between the different worlds 
she inhabits. 

The ability to respond is what is meant by responsibility, yet 
our cultures take away our ability to act-shackle us in the name 
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of protection. Blocked, immobilized, we can't move forward, 
can't move backwards. That writhing serpent movement, the 
very movement of life, swifter than lightning, frozen. 

We do not engage fully. We do nor make full use of our 
faculties. We abnegate. And there in front of us is the crossroads 
and choice: 10 feel a victim where someone else is in control and 
therefore responsible and 10 blame (being a victim and transfer• 
ring the blame on culture, mother, father, ex-lover, friend, 
absolves me of responsibilicy), or to feel strong, and, for the most 
part, in control. 

My Ch.icana identity is grounded in rhe Indian woman's 
history of resistance. The Aztec female rices of mourning were 
rices of defiance protesting che cul rural changes which disrupted 
the equality and balance between female and male, and protest· 
ing their demotion co a lesser scacus, their denigration. Like la 
Llorona, the Indian woman's only means of proresr was wailing. 

So mama, Raza, how wonderful, no ienerq"e rendircuentas 
a nadie. I feel perfecdy free to rebel and to rail against my culture. 
I fear no betrayal on my pat1 because, unlike Chicanas and ocher 
women of color who grew up white or who have only recently 
returned to their native cultural roocs

J 
I was totally immersed in 

mine. It wasn't uncil I went ro high school that I "saw" whites. 
Until I worked on my mascer's degree I had nor gorren within an 
arm's distance of chem. I was totally immersed en lo mexicano, a 
rural, peasant, isolated, mexicanismo. To separate from mi• cul
cure (as from my family) I had to feel competen1 enough on the 
outside and secure enough inside 10 live life on my own. Yet in 
leaving home I did not lose touch with my origins because lo 
mexicano is in my system. I am a turtle, wherever I go I carry 
"home" on my back. 

Nor me sold ouc my people buc they me. So yes, chough 
"home" permeates every sinew and cartilage in my body, I roo am 
afraid of going home. Though I'll defend my race and culture 
when they are anacked by non-mexicanos, co11osco el malestar de 
mi cult1'ra. I abhor some of my culture's ways, how ic cripples ics 
women, como burras, our strengths used against us, lowly burras 
bearing humility with dignicy. The ability 10 serve, claim 1he 
males, is our highest vircue. I abhor how my culture makes macho 
caricamres of its men. No, I do noc buy all 1be mychs of 1he tribe 
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into which I was born. I can understand why the more tinged 
with Anglo blood, the more adamantly my colored and colorless 
sisters glorify their colored culture's values-to offset the 
extreme devaluation of it by the white culture. It's a legitimate 
reaction. But I will not glorify those aspects of my culture which 
have injured me and which have injured me in the nanie of 
prorecti ng me. 

So. don't give me your ceners and your 1aws. Don't give me 
your lukewarm gods. What I want is an atcounting with all three 
cultures-white, Mexican, Indian. I want the freedom 10 carve 
and chisel my own face, to s1a11nch the bleeding with ashes, 10 
fashion my own gods out of my entrails. And if going home is 
denied me then I will have to stand and claim my space, making a 
new culture-una c11.!tura 1nestiza-wich my own lumber, my 
own bricks and mort-ar and my own feminist architecture. 

The Wounding of the india-Mestiza 

Estas carncs indiat que desprecia1nos nosotrot ios .,ncxica
nos a1i como despreciamosy condenamos a nff.estra ,nadre, Afali
naii. Nos condenamos a nosotros mis,nos. E1ta ra,za vencida, 
en-emigo cuerpo. 

Not me sold out my people but they me. !Ha./inali Te11epat, 
or Malintzin, has become known as la Chingada-the fucked one. 
She bas become the bad word that passes a dozen times a day 
from the lips of Chicanos. Whore, prostitute, the woman who 
sold out her people 10 the Spaniards are epithets Chicanos spit 
out with concempt. 

The worst kind of betrayal lies in making us believe that the 
Indian woman in us is the betrayer. We, indias J' mestizas, police 
the Indian in us, brutalize and condemn her. Male culture has 
done a good job on us. S 011 los cost,nnbres q11e traicionan. La india 
en mi es la sombra: La Chingada, Tlazo!teotl, Coatlicue. Son el/af 
que oyemos lamentando a sus hijas perdidas. 

Not me sold out my people but they me. Because of the color 
of my skin they betrayed me. The dark-skinned woman has been 
silenced, gagged, caged, bound into servitude with marriage, 
bludgeoned for 300 years, sterilized and castrated in the twen
tieth century. For 300 years she has been a slave, a force of cheap 
labor, colonized by the Spaniard, the Anglo, by her own people 
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(and in Mesoamerica her lot under the Indian patriarchs was not 
free of wounding). For 300 years she was invisible, she was not 
heard. Many times she wished to speak, to act, 10 protest, 10 
challenge. The odds were heavily against her. She hid her feel
ings; she hid her truths; she concealed her fire; but she kept 
stoking the inner flame. She remained faceless and voiceless, but 
a light shone through her veil of silence. And though she was 
unable 10 spread her limbs and though for her right now the sun 
has sunk under the earth and there is no moon, she continues to 
tend the flame. The spirit of the fite spurs her 10 fight for her· 
own skin and a piece of ground co stand on, a ground from which 
to view the world-a perspective, a homeground where she can 
plumb the rich ancestral roots into her own ample mestiza heart. 
She waits till the waters are nor so turbulent and the mountains 
not so slippery with sleet. Battered and bruised she waits, her 
bruises throwing her back upon herself and cbe rhythmic pulse of 
the feminine. Coatlalopeuh waits with her. 

Aqui en la so/edad prospera su rebeldia. 
En la toledad Ella prospera. 




