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Power By Audre Lorde  

The difference between poetry and rhetoric 
is being ready to kill 
yourself 
instead of your children. 

 
I am trapped on a desert of raw gunshot wounds 
and a dead child dragging his shattered black 
face off the edge of my sleep 
blood from his punctured cheeks and shoulders 
is the only liquid for miles 
and my stomach 
churns at the imagined taste while 
my mouth splits into dry lips 
without loyalty or reason 
thirsting for the wetness of his blood 
as it sinks into the whiteness 
of the desert where I am lost 
without imagery or magic 
trying to make power out of hatred and destruction 
trying to heal my dying son with kisses 
only the sun will bleach his bones quicker. 

 
A policeman who shot down a ten year old in Queens 
stood over the boy with his cop shoes in childish blood 
and a voice said “Die you little motherfucker” and 
there are tapes to prove it. At his trial 
this policeman said in his own defense 
“I didn't notice the size nor nothing else 
only the color”. And 
there are tapes to prove that, too. 

 
Today that 37 year old white man 
with 13 years of police forcing 
was set free 
by eleven white men who said they were satisfied 
justice had been done 
and one Black Woman who said 
“They convinced me” meaning 
they had dragged her 4'10'' black Woman's frame 
over the hot coals 

of four centuries of white male approval 
until she let go 
the first real power she ever had 
and lined her own womb with cement 
to make a graveyard for our children. 

 
I have not been able to touch the destruction 
within me. 
But unless I learn to use 
the difference between poetry and rhetoric 
my power too will run corrupt as poisonous mold 
or lie limp and useless as an unconnected wire 
and one day I will take my teenaged plug 
and connect it to the nearest socket 
raping an 85 year old white woman 
who is somebody's mother 
and as I beat her senseless and set a torch to her bed 
a greek chorus will be singing in 3/4 time 
“Poor thing. She never hurt a soul. What beasts they are.” 

 

 

Audre Lorde, "Power" from The Collected Poems of Audre Lorde. 

Copyright © 1978 by Audre Lorde.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Interview of Sylvia Rivera 

From the June 27, 1999, New York Times Magazine.  

 

What has happened to me since the riots? Well, I became a junkie for 

many years. And then I got off of junk and ended up hustling the 

streets again. (Even then I was working hard for the movement.) Then 

I moved to Westchester, and I ended up having lovely jobs in food 

service. My lover Frank and I bought a house. Unfortunately we went 

into crack and we lost it. That's how I ended up homeless. So I moved 

to a pier in the West Village. That first winter was one of the worst, 

with all the snow and everything, but we survived. I was the typical 

mother to all the children living out there -- everybody came to Sylvia 

when they needed advice or comfort. I guess it comes from not having 

a mother or not having any love when you were a child and always 

being told that no one wanted you. When I see someone that's alone, 

and the person is hurting and they need some comfort, my heart 

opens up. I can't say no if they need a little help. I lived on the pier for 

about a year and a half. Now I live in Transie House in Brooklyn. 

(That's "Transgender House.") It's a house for all transgendered 

people or anyone who has a problem. Everybody calls me Ma -- Ma 

Sylvia. We help everybody that we can and we get involved in 

everything that we can: Matthew Shepard, Diallo, Louima. We just go 

all over getting arrested. We do dish at each other every once in a 

while, but what do you expect out of a bunch of transgendered ladies? 

My future wife is Julia Murray. Before I met her, I had heard about 

Julia. Julia was -- can I say this? Julia had lost her mind for a while, 

O.K.? Like most transgendered people do. We all get confused, we 

lose our minds, we end up in hospitals. Julia had lost her mind. And 

when I was moving into Transie House, Julia was just coming home. 

We became very good friends. The beautiful part about Julia is that 

she never likes to sleep alone, so she would always come down to the 

living room (that was my room in Transie House) and lie on the rug. 

And I'd tell her "lie on the bed." We did this for a long time and we 

spent a lot of time together as friends. Then one day it just happened, 

and we've been lovers ever since. That was four months ago. We 

plan to get married in a church in the early spring of next year. I never 

thought that I was going to get into the situation of marrying 

somebody, but I'm very happy. I don't plan on getting a sex change as 

my partner has already done. But I feel that both of us being 

transgendered, we understand what the other has gone through. We 

have always been with men, but the men that we have met in our lives 

haven't been able to give us the sensitivity that we share between 

ourselves. She's a person that has made my life different. She's 

helped me -- I'm not doing drugs, and I'm not drinking so much. It's 

just that we're happy together. And people have to understand that: 

people are people. We just want to be ourselves. And she's a great 

person for me. When I was young, I never thought I was going to be a 

part of gay history -- I didn't even expect that gay history would be in 

existence. So there's a lot of joy in my heart to see the 30th 

anniversary of Stonewall. You know what was beautiful about that 

night? To see the brothers and sisters stand as a unified people. But I 

do get depressed when this time of year comes around: for 30 years 

I've been struggling and fighting, and I still feel like an outcast in the 

gay community. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



5 Tips for Queer Boys By Yosimar Reyes  

1. Know that you have been conditioned to hate every fiber of your 
being through a history that has demonized your spirit but before 
times like these you were celebrated and honored. Your spirit was 

seen as something beautifully created by a higher power. 

  

2.You will be sexualized as a person and because of it you will be 
thrown into a scene where hyper sexuality will be something highly 
promoted so remember to not get lost in all the noise and lights 
because once the music dies you will be forced to listen to the beat in 

your heart in absolute darkness.  

  

3. Don’t act on insecurities. Oppression will lead you to believe that 
we are men and because of it predatory and patriarchal sex is 
something that we embody. This is False. Violence comes in many 
forms and often times we are the perpetuators of our own demise.  

  

4.Shit is bigger then sex and sexuality. You will be forced to examine 
life through a multi dimensional consciousness and come to an 
understanding that you are an intersection of things, a complex being 
that embodies many struggles beyond borders and gay marriage.  

  

5. Find your purpose and know that it is not your duty to educate folks 
about your being but to stand your ground and command the respect 
you deserve. After all you are in this earth for a reason and granted a 
voice to speak your truth. No one can tell you what path to walk 
because only you see what lies ahead.  

  

* In the end love yourself and know that just by doing that you are 

creating a revolution and writing a new narrative ♥ 

Source: http://yosimar.tumblr.com/post/14837054868/5-tips-for-queer-

boys-by-yosimar-reyes  

http://yosimar.tumblr.com/post/14837054868/5-tips-for-queer-boys-by-yosimar-reyes
http://yosimar.tumblr.com/post/14837054868/5-tips-for-queer-boys-by-yosimar-reyes


La Guera
Cherrie Moraga

It requires something more than personal experience to gain a
philosophy or point of view from any specific event. It is the quality
of our response to the event and our capacity to enter into the lives
of others that help us to make their lives and experiences our own.

Emma Goldman*

I am the very well-educated daughter of a woman who, by the
standards in this country, would be considered largely illiterate. My
mother was born in Santa Paula, Southern California, at a time when
much of the central valley there was still farm land. Nearly thirty-five
years later, in 1948, she was the only daughter of six to.marry an anglo,
my father.

I remember all of my mother's stories, probably much better than
she realizes. She is a fine story-teller, recalling every event of her life
with the vividness of the present, noting each detail right down to the
cut and color of her dress. I remember stories of her being pulled out
of school at the ages of five, seven, nine, and eleven to work in the
fields, along with her brothers and sisters; stories of her father
drinking away whatever small profit she was able to make for the
family; of her going the long way home to avoid meeting him on the
street, staggering toward the same destination. I remember stories of
my mother lying about her age in order to get a job as a hat-check girl
at Agua Caliente Racetrack in Tijuana. At fourteen, she was the main
support of the family. I can still see her walking home alone at 3 a.m.,
only to turn all of her salary and tips over to her mother, who was
pregnant again.

The stories continue through the war years and on: walnut-cracking
factories, the Voit Rubber factory, and then the computer boom. I
remember my mother doing piecework for the electronics plant in our
neighborhood. In the late evening, she would sit in front of the TV. set,
wrapping copper wires into the backs of circuit boards, talking about
"keeping up with the younger girls." By that time, she was already in
her mid-fifties.

*Alix Kates Shulman, "Was My Life Worth Living?' Red Emma Speaks. (New York:
Ranrlnm Wnnc^ 1Q791 n ^Rfi



Meanwhile, I was college-prep in school. After classes, I would go
with my mother to fill out job applications for her, or write checks for
her at the supermarket. We would have the scenario all worked out
ahead of time. My mother would sign the check before we'd get to the
store. Then, as we'd approach the checkstand, she would say - within
earshot of the cashier — "oh honey, you go 'head and make out the
check," as if she couldn't be bothered with such an insignificant detail.
No one asked any questions.

I was educated, and wore it with a keen sense of pride and satis-
faction, my head propped up with the knowledge, from my mother,
that my life would be easier than hers. I was educated; but more than
this, I was "la guera": fair-skinned. Born with the features of my
Chicana mother, but the skin of my Anglo father, I had it made.

No one ever quite told me this (that light was right), but I knew that
being light was something valued in my family (who were all Chicano,
with the exception of my father). In fact, everything about my
upbringing (at least what occurred on a conscious level) attempted to
bleach me of what color I did have. Although my mother was fluent in
it, I was never taught much Spanish at home. I picked up what I did
learn from school and from over-heard snatches of conversation
among my relatives and mother. She often called other lower-income
Mexicans "braceros", or "wet-backs", referring to herself and her
family as "a different class of people." And yet, the real story was that
my family, too, had been poor (some still are) and farmworkers. My
mother can remember this in her blood as if it were yesterday. But this
is something she would like to forget (and rightfully), for to her, on a
basic economic level, being Chicana meant being "less." It was through
my mother's desire to protect her children from poverty and illiteracy
that we became "anglocized"; the more effectively we could pass in the
white world, the better guaranteed our future.

From all of this, I experience, daily, a huge disparity between what I
was born into and what I was to grow up to become. Because, (as
Goldman suggests) these stories my mother told me crept under my
"guera" skin. I had no choice but to enter into the life of my mother. /
had no choice. I took her life into my heart, but managed to keep a lid
on it as long as I feigned being the happy, upwardly mobile
heterosexual.

When I finally lifted the lid to my lesbianism, a profound connection
with my mother reawakened in me. It wasn't until I acknowledged
and confronted my own lesbianism in the flesh, that my heartfelt
identification with and empathy for my mother's oppression - due to
being poor, uneducated, and Chicana —was realized. My lesbianism
is the avenue through which I have learned the most about silence and
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oppression, and it continues to be the most tactile reminder to me that
we are not free human beings.

You see, one follows the other. I had known for years that I was a
lesbian, had felt it in my bones, had ached with the knowledge, gone
crazed with the knowledge, wallowed in the silence of it. Silence is
like starvation. Don't be fooled. It's nothing short of that, and felt most
sharply when one has had a full belly most of her life. When we are
not physically starving, we have the luxury to realize psychic and
emotional starvation. It is from this starvation that other starvations
can be recognized — if one is willing to take the risk of making the
connection - if one is willing to be responsible to the result of the
connection. For me, the connection is an inevitable one.

What I am saying is that the joys of looking like a white girl ain't so
great since I realized I could be beaten on the street for being a dyke. If
my sister's being beaten because she's Black, it's pretty much the same
principle. We're both getting beaten any way you look at it. The con-
nection is blatant; and in the case of my own family, the difference in
the privileges attached to looking white instead of brown are merely a
generation apart.

In this country, lesbianism is a poverty-as is being brown, as is
being a woman, as is being just plain poor. The danger lies in ranking
the oppressions. The danger lies in failing to acknowledge the specificity of
the oppression. The danger lies in attempting to deal with oppression
purely from a theoretical base. Without an emotional, heartfelt
grappling with the source of our own oppression, without naming the
enemy within ourselves and outside of us, no authentic, non-hierarch-
ical connection among oppressed groups can take place.

When the going gets rough, will we abandon our so-called comrades
in a flurry of racist/heterosexist/what-have-you panic? To whose
camp, then, should the lesbian of color retreat? Her very presence
violates the ranking and abstraction of oppression. Do we merely live
hand to mouth? Do we merely struggle with the "ism" that's sitting on
top of our own heads?

The answer is: yes, I think first we do; and we must do so thoroughly
and deeply. But to fail to move out from there will only isolate us in
our own oppression - will only insulate, rather than radicalize us.

To illustrate: a gay male friend of mine once confided to me that he
continued to feel that, on some level, I didn't trust him because he was
male; that he felt, really, if it ever came down to a "battle of the sexes", I
might kill him. I admitted that I might very well. He wanted to under-
stand the source of my distrust. I responded, "You're not a woman. Be a
woman for a day. Imagine being a woman." He confessed that the
thought terrified him because, to him, being a woman meant being
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raped by men. He had felt raped by men; he wanted to forget what that
meant. What grew from that discussion was the realization that in
order for him to create an authentic alliance with me, he must deal
with the primary source of his own sense of oppression. He must,
first, emotionally come to terms with what it feels like to be a victim. If
he-or anyone-were to truly do this, it would be impossible to
discount the oppression of others, except by again forgetting how we
have been hurt.

And yet, oppressed groups are forgetting all the time. There are
instances of this in the rising Black middle class, and certainly an
obvious trend of such "unconsciousness" among white gay men.
Because to remember may mean giving up whatever privileges we
have managed to squeeze out of this society by virtue of our gender,
race, class, or sexuality.

Within the women's movement, the connections among women of
different backgrounds and sexual orientations have been fragile, at
best. I think this phenomenon is indicative of our failure to seriously
address ourselves to some very frightening questions: How have I
internalized my own oppression? How have I oppressed? Instead, we
have let rhetoric do the job of poetry. Even the word "oppression" has
lost its power. We need a new language, better words that can more
closely describe women's fear of and resistance to one another; words
that will not always come out sounding like dogma.

What prompted me in the first place to work on an anthology by
radical women of color was a deep sense that I had a valuable insight
to contribute, by virtue of my birthright and background. And yet, I
don't really understand first-hand what it feels like being shitted on
for being brown. I understand much more about the joys of it - being
Chicana and having family are synonymous for me. What I know
about loving, singing, crying, telling stories, speaking with my heart
and hands, even having a sense of my own soul comes from the love of
my mother, aunts, cousins. . .

But at the age of twenty-seven, it is frightening to acknowledge that
I have internalized a racism and classism, where the object of oppres-
sion is not only someone outside of my skin, but the someone inside
my skin. In fact, to a large degree, the real battle with such oppression,
for all of us, begins under the skin. I have had to confront the fact that
much of what I value about being Chicana, about my family, has been
subverted by anglo culture and my own cooperation with it. This real-
ization did not occur to me overnight. For example, it wasn't until long
after my graduation from the private college I'd attended in Los
Angeles, that I realized the major reason for my total alienation from
and fear of my classmates was rooted in class and culture. CLICK.
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Three years after graduation, in an apple-orchard in Sonoma, a
friend of mine (who comes from an Italian Irish working-class family)
says to me, "Cherrie, no wonder you felt like such a nut in school. Most
of the people there were white and rich." It was true. All along I had
felt the difference, but not until I had put the words "class" and "color"
to the experience, did my feelings make any sense. For years, I had
berated myself for not being as "free" as my classmates. I completely
bought that they simply had more guts than I did — to rebel against
their parents and run around the country hitch-hiking, reading books
and studying "art." They had enough privilege to be atheists, for
chrissake. There was no one around filling in the disparity for me
between their parents, who were Hollywood filmmakers, and my
parents, who wouldn't know the name of a filmmaker if their lives
depended on it (and precisely because their lives didn't depend on it,
they couldn't be bothered). But I knew nothing about "privilege" then.
White was right. Period. I could pass. If I got educated enough, there
would never be any telling.

Three years after that, another CLICK. In a letter to Barbara Smith, I
wrote:

I went to a concert where Ntosake Shange was reading. There,
everything exploded for me. She was speaking a language that I
knew - in the deepest parts of me - existed, and that I had ignored
in my own feminist studies and even in my own writing. What
Ntosake caught in me is the realization that in my development as a
poet, I have, in many ways, denied the voice of my brown mother
— the brown in me. I have acclimated to the sound of a white
language which, as my father represents it, does not speak to the
emotions in my poems — emotions which stem from the love of my
mother.
The reading was agitating. Made me uncomfortable. Threw me
into a week-long terror of how deeply I was affected. I felt that I
had to start all over again. That I turned only to the perceptions of
white middle-class women to speak for me and all women. I am
shocked by my own ignorance.

Sitting in that auditorium chair was the first time I had realized to
the core of me that for years I had disowned the language I knew best
-ignored the words and rhythms that were the closest to me. The
sounds of my mother and aunts gossiping - half in English, half in
Spanish - while drinking cerveza in the kitchen. And the hands -1
had cut off the hands in my poems. But not in conversation; still the
hands could not be kept down. Still they insisted on moving.

The reading had forced me to remember that I knew things from my
roots. But to remember puts me up against what I don't know. Shange's
reading agitated me because she spoke with power about a world that
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is both alien and common to me: "the capacity to enter into the lives of
others." But you can't just take the goods and run. I knew that then, sit-
ting in the Oakland auditorium (as I know in my poetry), that the only
thing worth writing about is what seems to be unknown and, there-
fore, fearful.

The "unknown" is often depicted in racist literature as the "darkness"
within a person. Similarly, sexist writers will refer to fear in the form
of the vagina, calling it "the orifice of death." In contrast, it is a pleasure
to read works such as Maxine Hong Kingston's Woman Warrior, where
fear and alienation are described as "the white ghosts." And yet, the
bulk of literature in this country reinforces the myth that what is dark
and female is evil. Consequently, each of us- whether dark, female,
or both - has in some way internalized this oppressive imagery. What
the oppressor often succeeds in doing is simply externalizing his fears,
projecting them into the bodies of women, Asians, gays, disabled
folks, whoever seems most "other."

call me
roach and presumptuous
nightmare on your white pillow
your itch to destroy
the indestructible
part of yourself

Audre Lorde*

But it is not really difference the oppressor fears so much as similari-
ty. He fears he will discover in himself the same aches, the same long-
ings as those of the people he has shitted on. He fears the immobiliza-
tion threatened by his own incipient guilt. He fears he will have to
change his life once he has seen himself in the bodies of the people he
has called different. He fears the hatred, anger, and vengeance of
those he has hurt.

This is the oppressor's nightmare, but it is not exclusive to him. We
women have a similar nightmare, for each of us in some way has been
both oppressed and the oppressor. We are afraid to look at how we
have failed each other. We are afraid to see how we have taken the
values of our oppressor into our hearts and turned them against our-
selves and one another. We are afraid to admit how deeply "the man's"
words have been ingrained in us.

To assess the damage is a dangerous act. I think of how, even as a
feminist lesbian, I have so wanted to ignore my own homophobia, my
own hatred of myself for being queer. I have not wanted to admit that

*From "The Brown Menace or Poem to the Survival of Roaches", The New York Head
Shop and Museum (Detroit: Broadside, 1974), p. 48.

my deepest personal sense of myself has not quite "caught up" with my
"woman-identified" politics. I have been afraid to criticize lesbian
writers who choose to "skip over" these issues in the name of femi-
nism. In 1979, we talk of "old gay" and "butch and femme" roles as if
they were ancient history. We toss them aside as merely patriarchal
notions. And yet, the truth of the matter is that I have sometimes taken
society's fear and hatred of lesbians to bed with me. I have sometimes
hated my lover for loving me. I have sometimes felt "not woman
enough" for her. I have sometimes felt "not man enough." For a lesbian
trying to survive in a heterosexist society, there is no easy way around
these emotions. Similarly, in a white-dominated world, there is little
getting around racism and our own internalization of it. It's always
there, embodied in some one we least expect to rub up against.

When we do rub up against this person, there then is the challenge.
There then is the opportunity to look at the nightmare within us. But
we usually shrink from such a challenge.

Time and time again, I have observed that the usual response among
white women's groups when the "racism issue" comes up is to deny the
difference. I have heard comments like, "Well, we're open to all
women; why don't they (women of color) come? You can only do so
much . . . " But there is seldom any analysis of how the very nature and
structure of the group itself may be founded on racist or classist
assumptions. More importantly, so often the women seem to feel no
loss, no lack, no absence when women of color are not involved;
therefore, there is little desire to change the situation. This has hurt me
deeply. I have come to believe that the only reason women of a privi-
leged class will dare to look at how it is that they oppress, is when
they've come to know the meaning of their own oppression. And
understand that the oppression of others hurts them personally.

The other side of the story is that women of color and working-class
women often shrink from challenging white middle-class women. It
is much easier to rank oppressions and set up a hierarchy, rather than
take responsibility for changing our own lives. We have failed to
demand that white women, particularly those who claim to be
speaking for all women, be accountable for their racism.

The dialogue has simply not gone deep enough.
I have many times questioned my right to even work on an

anthology which is to be written "exclusively by Third World women."
I have had to look critically at my claim to color, at a time when,
among white feminist ranks, it is a "politically correct" (and sometimes
peripherally advantageous) assertion to make. I must acknowledge
the fact that, physically, I have had a choice about making that claim,
in contrast to women who have not had such a choice, and have been
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abused for their color. I must reckon with the fact that for most of my
life, by virtue of the very fact that I am white-looking, I identified with
and aspired toward white values, and that I rode the wave of that
Southern Californian privilege as far as conscience would let me.

Well, now I feel both bleached and beached. I feel angry about this -
the years when I refused to recognize privilege, both when it worked
against me, and when I worked it, ignorantly, at the expense of others.
These are not settled issues. That is why this work feels so risky to me.
It continues to be discovery. It has brought me into contact with
women who invariably know a hell of a lot more than I do about
racism, as experienced in the flesh, as revealed in the flesh of their
writing.

I think: what is my responsibility to my roots-both white and
brown, Spanish-speaking and English? I am a woman with a foot in
both worlds; and I refuse the split. I feel the necessity for dialogue.
Sometimes I feel it urgently.

But one voice is not enough, nor two, although this is where dia-
logue begins. It is essential that radical feminists confront their fear of
and resistance to each other, because without this, there will be no
bread on the table. Simply, we will not survive. If we could make this
connection in our heart of hearts, that if we are serious about a revolu-
tion - better - if we seriously believe there should be joy in our lives
(real joy, not just "good times"), then we need one another. We women
need each other. Because my/your solitary, self-asserting "go-for-the-
throat-of-fear" power is not enough. The real power, as you and I well
know, is collective. I can't afford to be afraid of you, nor you of me. If it
takes head-on collisions, let's do it: this polite timidity is killing us.

As Lorde suggests in the passage I cited earlier, it is in looking to the
nightmare that the dream is found. There, the survivor emerges to
insist on a future, a vision, yes, born out of what is dark and female.
The feminist movement must be a movement of such survivors, a
movement with a future.

September, 1979.
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The Homeland, Aztlan 

El otro Mexico 

El otro Mexico que aca hemos construfdo 
el espacio es 10 que ha sido 
terr/torio nacional. 
Este es el esjuerzo de todos nuestros hermanos 
y latinoamericcUlos que !Jan sabido 
progressar. 

- Los Tigres del Norte1 

"The Aztecas del norte. . . compose the largest single tribe 
or nation of Anishinabeg (Indians) found in the United States 
today. . . . Some call themselves Chicanos and see themselves 
as people whose true homeland is Aztlan [the U.S. Southwestl."2 

Wind tugging at my sleeve 
feet sinking into the sand 
I stand at the edge where earth touches ocean 
where the two overlap 
a gentle coming together 
at other times and places a violent clash. 

Across the border in Mexico 
stark silhouette of houses gutted by waves, 

cliffs crumbling into the sea, 
silver waves marbled with spume 

gashing a hole under the border fence. 
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The Homeland, Azdan I EI otro Mexico 

Mlro el mar atacar 
la cerca en Border Field Park 

con sus bucbones de agua, 
an Easter Sunday resurrection 
of the brown blood in my veins. 

Oigo el Ilorldo del mar, el respiro del alre, 
my heart surges to the beat of the sea. 

In the gray haze of the sun 
the gulls' shrill cry of hunger, 

the tangy smell of the sea seeping into me. 

I walk through the hole in the fence 
to the other side. 

Under my fingers I feel the gritty wire 
rusted by 139 years 

of the salty breath of the sea. 

Beneath the iron sky 

Mexican children kick their soccer ball across, 

run after it, entering the 1I.,S, 


I press my hand to the steel curtain
chainlink fence crowned with rolled barbed wire

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

and plains 
and deserts, 

this "Tortilla Curtain" turning into el rio Grande 
flowing down to the flatlands 

of the Magic Valley of South Texas 
its mouth emptying into 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 home 
this thin edge of 

barbwire. 

But the skin of the earth is seamless. 
The sea cannot be fenced, 

el mar does not stop at borders. 
To show the white man what she thought of his 

arrogance, 
Yemaya blew that wire fence down. 

This land was Mexican once, 
was Indian always 

and is. 
And will be again. 

Yo s~ un puente tendido 
del mundo gabacbo al del mojado, 

10 pasado me estira pa' 'tras 
y 10 presente pa' 'delante, 

Que la Virgen de Guadalupe me cuide 
Ay ay ay, s~ mexicana de este lado. 

The U.S.-Mexican border es una berlda abterta where the 
Third World grates against the first and bleeds. And before a scab 
forms it hemorrhages again, the lifeblood of two worlds merging 
to form a third country-a border culture. Borders are set up to 
define the places that are safe and unsafe, to distinguish us from 
tbem. A border is a dividing line, a narrow strip along a steep 
edge. A borderland is a vague and undetermined place created by 
the emotional residue of an unnatural boundary. It is in a con
stant state of transition. The prohibited and forbidden are its 
inhabitants. Los atravesados live here: the squint-eyed, the per
verse, the queer, the troublesome, the mongrel, the mulato, the 
half-breed, the half dead; in short, those who cross over, pass 
over, or go through the confines of the "normaL" Gringos in the 
U.S. Southwest consider the inhabitants of the borderlands trans
gressors, aliens-whether they possess documents or not, 
whether they're Chicanos, Indians or Blacks. Do not enter, tres
passers will be raped, maimed, strangled, gassed, shot. The only 
"legitimate" inhabitants are those in power, the whites and those 
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who align themselves with whites. Tension grips the 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 corran, 
don't run. They'll think you're del 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 American. 
Sin papeles-he did not carry his birth certificate to work in 
the fields. La mlgra took him away while we watched. Se 
lollevaron. He tried to smile when he looked back at us, to 
raise his fist. But 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, not far from McAllen. Pedro 
walked all the way to the Valley. Se 10 llevaron sin un cen
tavo al pobre. Se vino andando desde Guadalajara. 

During the original peopling of the Americas, the first inhab
itants 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 to 35000 B.C.3 In the Southwest United States 
archeologists have found 20,000-year-old campsites of the 
Indians who migrated through, or permanently occupied, the 
Southwest, AztHin-land of the herons, land of whiteness, the 
Edenic place of origin of the Azteca. 

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 lan

_ guage of the Cochise people.)4 The Aztecs (the Nahuatl word for 
people of Azthin) left the Southwest in 1168 A.D. 

Now let us go. 
Tibueque, tibueque, 

Vamonos, vamonos. 
Un pajaro cant6. 
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Con sus ocbo tribus salieron 
de la "cueva del origen." 

los aztecas siguieron al dios 
Huitzilopocbtli. 

Huitzilopocbtli, the God of War, guided them to the place 
(that later became Mexico City) where an eagle with a writhing 
serpent in its beak perched on a cactus. The eagle symbolizes 
the spirit (as the sun, the father); the serpent symbolizes the 
soul (as the earth, the mother). Together, they symbolize the 
struggle between the spiritual/celestial/male and the under
world/earth/feminine. The symbolic sacrifice of the serpent to 
the "higher" masculine powers indicates that the patriarchal 
order had already vanquished the feminine and matriarchal order 
in pre-Columbian America. 

At the beginning of the 16th century, the Spaniards and 
Hernan Cortes 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'l:';t 

.,\,:' 

who were genetically equipped to survive small pox, measles, 
and typhus (Old World diseases to which the natives had no 
immunity), founded a new hybrid race and inherited Central and 
South America. 5 En 1521 naci6 una nueva raza, el mestizo, el 
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 cen

tury. For every gold-hungry conquistador and soul-hungry mis
Sionary who came north from Mexico, ten to twenty Indians and 
mestizos went along as porters or in other capacities.6 For the 
Indians, this constituted a return to the place of origin, Aztlan, 
thus making Chicanos originally and secondarily indigenous to 
the Southwest. Indians and mestizos from central Mexico inter
married with North American Indians. The continual intermar
riage between Mexican and American Indians and Spaniards 
formed an even greater mestizaje. 
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El destierro I The Lost Land 

Entonces corre la sangre 
no sabe el indio que bacer, 
Ie van a quitar su tierra, 
la tiene que defender, 
el indio se cae muerto, 
y el afuerino de pie. 
Levantate, Manquilej 

Arauco tiene una pena 
mas negra que su cbamal, 
ya no son los espafloles 
los que Ie bacen llorar, 
boy son los propios cbllenos 
los que Ie quitan su pan. 
Levantate, Pailabuan. 

-Violeta Parra, '.arauco tiene una pena"7 

In the 1800s, Anglos migrated illegally into Texas, which 
was then part of Mexico, in greater and greater numbers and 
gradually drove the tejmws (native Texans of Mexican descent) 
from their lands, committing all manner of atrocities against 
them. Their illegal invasion forced Mexico to fight a war to keep 
its Texas territory. The Battle of the Alamo, in which the Mexican 
forces vanquished the whites, became, for the whites, the sym
bol for the cowardly and villainous character of the Mexicans. It 
became (and still is) a symbol that legitimized the white imperi
alist takeover. With the capture of Santa Anna later in 1836, Texas 
became a republic. Tejanos lost their land and, overnight, 
became the foreigners. 

Ya la mitad del terreno 
les vendt6 el traidor Santa Anna, 
con 10 que se ba becbo muy rica 
la nact6n americana. 

iQue acaso no se conforman 
con el oro de las minas? 
Ustedes muy elegantes 
yaqui nosotros en rulnas. 

-from the Mexican corrido, 
"Del peltgro de la intervenct6n"8 

~ ... 
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In 1846, the U.S. incited Mexico to war. U.S. troops invad
ed and occupied Mexico, forcing her to 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 norteamericanos pushed the Texas border 
down 100 miles, from el rio Nueces to el rio Grande. South 
Texas ceased to be part of the Mexican state of Tamaulipas. 
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 
Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo. It left 100,000 Mexican citizens on 
this side, annexed by conquest along with the land. The land 
established by the treaty as belonging to Mexicans was soon 
swindled away from its owners. The treaty was never honored 
and restitution, to this day, has never been made. 

The justice and benevolence of God 
will forbid that. . . 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 
to be forever the proprietors of 
this land of promise and fulfillment. 
Their laws will govern it, 
their learning will enlighten it, 
their enterprise will improve it. 
Their flocks range its boundless pastures, 
for them its fertile lands will yield. . . 
luxuriant harvests. . . 
The wilderness ofTexas has been redeemed 
by Anglo-American blood & enterprise. 

-William H. Wharton9 

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 it. Con el 
destierro y el extlio futmos desuflados, destroncados, destripa
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dos-we were jerked out by the roots, truncated, disemboweled, 
dispossessed, and separated from our identity and our history. 
Many, under the threat ofAnglo terrorism, abandoned homes and 
ranches and went to Mexico. Some stayed and protested. But as 
the courts, law enforcement officials, and government officials 
not only ignored their pleas but 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 that the mexicanoslO would seek independence from the 
U.S., brought in 20,000 army troops to put an end to the social 
protest movement in South Texas. Race hatred had fmally 
fomented into an all out war. I I 

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

"Drought hit South Texas," my mother teUs me. "La tierra se 
puso bien seca y los animales comenzaron a morirse de se'. Mi 
papa se murl6 de un heart attack dejando a mama pregnant y 
con ocho huercos, with eight kids and one on the way. Yo JUi la 
mayor, tenta diez anos. The next year the drought continued y 
el ganado got hoof and mouth. Se cayeron in droves en las pas
tas y el brushland, panzas blancas ballooning to the skies. El 
siguiente anD still no rain MI pobre madre viuda perdi6 two
thirds of her ganado. A smart gabacho lawyer took the land 
away mama hadn't paid taxes. No hablaba ingles, she didn't 
know how to ask for time to raise the money." My father's moth
er, Mama Locha, also lost her terreno. 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 cementerio estaba cerca
do. But there was a fence around the cemetery, chained and pad
locked by the ranch owners of the surrounding land. We could
n't even get in to visit the graves, much less bury her there. 
Today, it is still padlocked. The sign reads: "Keep out. 
Trespassers will be shot." 
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In the 1930s, after Anglo agribusiness corporations cheated 
the small Chicano landowners of their land, the corporations 
hired gangs of mexfcanos to pull out the 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 them. Later the Anglos brought in huge machines and root 
plows and had the Mexicans scrape the land clean of natural veg
etation. In my childhood I saw the end of dryland farming. I wit
nessed the land cleared; saw the huge pipes connected to under
water 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 they were dry. In the 1950s I saw the land, cut up 
into thousands of neat rectangles and squares, constantly being 
irrigated. In the 34O-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 Hving my father became a sharecropper. Rio 
Farms Incorporated loaned him seed money and living expenses. 
At harvest time, my father repaid the loan and forked over 40% of 
the earnings. Sometimes we earned less than we owed, but 
always the corporations fared well. Some had major holdings in 
vegetable trucking, livestock auctions and cotton gins. 
Altogether 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 
nutrition, health, and held huge barbecues. The only 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 moth
er was to have her recipe for enchiladas coloradas in a book. 

El cruzar del mojado/Illegal Crossing 

"Ahora sf ya tengo una tumba para llorar," 
dice Conchita, upon being reunited with 
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her unknown mother just before the mother dies. 
-from Ismael Rodriguez' film, 

Nosotros los PQbres 12 

La crisis. Los gringos had not stopped at the border. By the 
end of the nineteenth 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 government and wealthy growers are 
in partnership with such American conglomerates as American 
Motors, IT&T and Du Pont which own factories called 
maquiladoras. One-fourth of all Mexicans work at maquilado
ras; most are young women. Next to oil, maquiladoras are 
Mexico's second greatest source of U.S. dollars. Working eight to 
twelve hours a day to wire in backup lights of U.S. autos or sol
der minuscule wires in TV sets is not the Mexican way. While the 
women are in the maquiladoras, the children are left on their 
own. Many roam the street, become part of cholo gangs. The 
infusion of the values of the white culture, coupled with the 
exploitation by that culture, is changing the Mexican way 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 eight times what they can in 
Mexico. By March, 1987, 1,088 pesos were worth one U.S. dol
lar. I remember when I was growing up in Texas how we'd cross 
the border at Reynosa or Progreso to buy sugar or medicines 
when the dollar was worth eight pesos and fifty centavos. 

La travesia. For many mexicanos del otro lado, the choice 
is to stay in Mexico and starve or move north and live. Dicen que 
cada mexicano siempre suefia de la conquista en los brazos de 
cuatro grtngas rubias, la conquista del pais poderoso del norte, 
los Estados Unidos. En cada Chicano y mexicano vive el milo 
del tesoro territorial perdido. North Americans call this return to 
the homeland the silent invasion. 

'It la cueva volveran" 
-EI Puma en la canci6n 'ltmalia" 
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South of the border, called North America's rubbish dump by 
Chicanos, mexicanos congregate in the plazas to talk about the 
best way to cross. Smugglers, coyotes, pasadores, engan
chadores approach these people or are sought out by them. 
"iQue dicen muchachos a echarsela de mojadol" 

"Now among the alien gods with 
weapons of magic am I.» 

-Navajo protection song, 
sung when going into battIe.'3 

We have a tradition of migration, a tradition of long walks. 
Today we are witnessing la mtgraci6n de los pueblos mexi
canos, the return odyssey to the historical/mythological Aztlan. 
This time, the traffic is from south to north. 

El retorno to the promised land first began with the Indians 
from the interior of Mexico and the mestizos that came with the 
conquistadores in the 1500s. Immigration continued in the next 
three centuries, and, in this century, it continued with the 
braceros who helped to build our railroads and who picked our 
fruit. Today thousal1d~ of Mexicall~ are cros~illg the border legal
ly and illegally; ten million people without documents have 
returned to the Southwest. 

Faceless, nameless, invisible, taunted with "Hey cucaracho" 
(cockroach). Trembling with fear, yet filled with courage, a 
courage born of desperation. Barefoot and uneducated, 
Mexicans with hands like boot soles gather at night by the river 

/' 

where two worlds merge creating what Reagan calls a frontline, 
a war zone. The convergence has created a shock culture, a bor
der culture, a third country, a closed country. 

Without benefit of bridges, the "mojados" (wetbacks) float 
on inflatable rafts across el rio Grande, or wade or swim across 
naked, clutching their clothes 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 tu bendici6n. 

The Border Patrol hides behind the local McDonalds on the 
outskirts of Brownsville, Texas or some other border town. They 
set traps around the river beds beneath the bridge.14 Hunters in 
army-green uniforms stalk and track these economic refugees by 
the powerful nightvision of electronic sensing devices planted 
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in the ground or mounted on Border Patrol vans. Cornered by 
flashlights, frisked while their arms stretch over their heads, los 
mojados are handcuffed, locked in jeeps, and then kicked back 
across the border. 

One out of every three is caught. Some return to enact their 
rite of passage as many as three times a day. Some of those who 
make it across undetected fall prey to Mexican robbers such as 
those in Smugglers' Canyon on the American side of the border 
near Tijuana. As refugees in a homeland that does not want 
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 
Patrol find themselves in the midst of 150 years of racism in 
Chicano barrios in the Southwest and in big northern cities. 
Living in a no-man 's-borde rland , caught between being treated 
as criminals and being able to eat, between resistance and 
deportation, the illegal refugees are some of the poorest and the 
most exploited of any people in the U.S. It is illegal for Mexicans 
to work without green cards. But hig farming combines, farm 
bosses and smugglers who bring them in make money off the 
'wetbacks'" labor-they dOIft 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 to the bath
room. Often he rapes her or sells her into prostitution. She can
not call on county or state health or economic resources 
because she doesn't know English and she fears deportation. 
American employers are quick to take advantage of her help
lessness. She can't go home. She's sold her house, her furni
ture, borrowed from friends in order to pay the coyote who 
charges her four or five thousand dollars to smuggle her to 
Chicago. She may work as a live-in maid for white, Chicano or 
Latino households for as little as $15 a week. Or work in the gar
ment 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 suf
fers serious health problems. Se en/erma de los nervtos, de alta 
presi6n. 15 

La mojada, la mujer indocumentada, is doubly threatened 
in this country. Not only does she have to contend with sexual 
violence, but like all women, she is prey to a sense of physical 

3S 
The Homeland, Aztlan I El otro Mexico 

helplessness. As a refugee, she leaves the familiar and safe home
ground to venture into unknown and possibly dangerous terrain. 

This is her home 
this thin edge of 

barbwire. 

""').I< 
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Movimientos de rebeldia y 
las culturas que traicionan 

Esos movimientos de rebeldia que tenemos en la sangre 
nosotros los mexicanos surgen como rios desbocanados en 
mis venas. Y como mi raza que cada en cuando deja caer 
esa esclavitud de obedecer, de callarse y aceptar, en mi esta 
la rebeldia encimtta de mi carne. Debajo de mt humillada 
mirada esta una cara insolente Usta para explotar. Me 
cost6 muy caro mi rebeldia-acalambrada con desvelos y 
dudas, silltiemlome intUit, esttipida. e imjJutente. 

Me entra una rabia cuando alguien-sea mi mama, la 
Iglesia, la cultura de los anglos-me dice haz esto, haz eso 
sin considerar mis deseos. 

Repele. Hable pa' 'tras. Fui muy hocicona. Era indiferente 
a muchos valores de mi culture. No me deje de los hum
bres. No Jui bUena ni obediente. 

Pero he crecido. Ya no s610 paso toda mi vida botando las 
costumbres y los valores de mi cultura que me traicionan. 
Tambien recojo las costumbres que por el tiempo se han 
probado y las costumbres de respeto a las mujeres. But 
despite my growing tolerance, for this Chicana la guerra de 
independencta is a constant.

J 
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 toes of my flat feet gripping the ground. I hold 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 tierra, mi 
gente, and all that picture stood for. I had to leave home so I 
could ftnd myself, ftnd my own intrinsic nature buried under the 
personality that had been imposed on me. 

I was the ftrst in six generations to leave the Valley, the only 
one in my family to 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 largue. Muy andarlega mi hija. Because I left of 
my own accord me dicen, "tC6mo 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. It 
tried constantly to mobilize my soul under my own regime, to 
live life on my own terms no matter how unsuitable to others 
they were. Terca. Even as a child I would not obey. I was "lazy." 
Instead of ironing my younger brothers' shirts or cleaning the 
cupboards, I would pass many hours studying, reading, paint
ing, writing. Every bit of self-faith I'd painstakingly gathered 
took a beating daily. Nothing in my culture approved of me. 
Habitl agarrado malos pasos. Something was "wrong" with me. 
Estaba mas allii de la tradici6n. 

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

Cultural Tyranny 
Culture forms our beliefs. We perceive the version of reali

ty that it communicates. Dominant paradigms, predefined con
cepts that exist as unquestionable, unchallengeable, are trans
mitted to 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 them, for 
being hoc/conas (big mouths), for being callejeras (going to 
visit and gossip with neighbors), for expecting their husbands to 
help with the rearing of children and the housework, for want
ing to be something other than housewives? 

39 
Movimientos de rebeldia y las culturas que traicionan 

The culture expects women to show greater acceptance of, 
and commitment to, the value system than men. The culture 
and the Church insist that women are subservient to males. If a 
woman rebels she is a mujer mala. If a woman doesn't 
renounce herself in favor of the male, she is selfish, If a woman 
remains a virgen until she marries, she is a good woman. For a 
woman of my culture there used to be only three 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 work
ing class people our chief activity is to put food in our mouths, 
a roof over our heads and clothes on our backs. Educating our 
children is out of reach for most of us. Educated or not, the 
onus is still on woman to be a wife/mother-only the nun can 
escape motherhood. Women are made to feel total failures if 
they don't marry and have children. "tY cuando te casas, 
Gloria? Se te va a pasar el tren." Y yo les digo, "Pos sl me caso, 
no tla ser con un homhre,"Se quedan calladitas, Sf. soy hija de 
la Chingada. I've always been her daughter. No 'res chingando. 

Humans fear the supernatural, both the undivine (the ani
mal impulses such as sexuality, 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 not die), by 
virtue of being in tune with nature's cycles, is feared. Because, 
according to Christianity and most other major religions, 
woman is carnal, animal, and closer to the undivine, she must 
be protected. Protected 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 
"protection" of women. Culture (read males) professes to pro
tect women. Actually it keeps women in rigidly defined roles. It 
keeps the girlchild from other men-don't poach on my pre
serves, only I can touch my child's body. Our mothers taught us 
well, "Los hombres nomas quieren una cosa"; men aren't to be 
trusted, they are selfish and are like children. Mothers made 

I ,'; 
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sure we didn't walk into a room of brothers or fathers or uncles 
in nightgowns or shorts. 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 desgradado maltrate a mis 
bljos. And in the next breath it would say, La mujer tiene que 
bacer 10 que Ie diga el hombre. Which was it to be-strong, or 
submissive, rebellious or conforming? 

Tribal rights over those of the individual insured the sur
vival of the tribe and were necessary then, and, as in the case of 
all indigenous peoples in the world who are still fighting off 
intentional, premeditated murder (genocide), they are still nec
essary. 

Much of what the culture condemns focuses on kinship 
relationships. The welfare of the family, the community, and the 
tribe is more important than the welfare of the individual. The 
individual exists first as kin-as sister, as father, as padrino
and last as self. 

In my culture, selfishness is condemned, especially in 
women; humility and selflessness, the absence of selfishness, is 
considered a virtue. In the past, acting humble with members 
outside the family ensured that you would make no one 
envidioso (envious); therefore he or she would not use witch
craft against you. !fyou get above yourself, you're an envidiosa. 
If you don't behave like everyone else, la gente will say that you 
think you're better than others, que te crees grande. With ambi
tion (condemned in the Mexican culture and valued in the 
Anglo) comes envy. Respeto carries with it a set of rules so that 
social categories and hierarchies will be kept in order: respect is 
reserved for la abuela, papa, el patron, those with power in the 
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 try to get rid of 
their deviants. Most cultures have burned and beaten their 
homosexuals and others who deviate from the sexual common. 1 

The queer are the mirror reflecting the heterosexual tribe's fear: 
being different, being other and therefore lesser, therefore sub
human, in-human, non-human. 
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Half and Half 

There was a muchacha who lived near my house. La gente 
del pueblo talked about her being una 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 that for the other 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 the 
other but a strange doubling, a deviation of nature that horrified, 
a work of nature inverted. But there is a magic aspect in abnor
mality and so-called deformity. Maimed, mad, and sexually dif
ferent people were believed to possess supernatural powers by 
primal cultures' magico-religious thinking. For them, abnormal
ity was the price a person had to pay for her or his inborn extra
ordinary gift. 

There is something compelling about being both male and 
female, about having an entry into both worlds. Contrary to 
some psychiatric tenets, half and halfs are not suffering from a 
confusion of sexual identity, or even from a confusion of gender. 
What we are suffering from is an absolute despot duality that 
says we are ahle to he only one or the other. It claims that 
human nature is limited and cannot evolve into something bet
ter. But I, like other queer people, am two in one body, both 
male and female. I am the embodiment of the hieros gamos: the 
coming together of opposite qualities within. 

Fear of Going Home: Homophobia 

For the 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 homosexuali
ty. Being lesbian and raised Catholic, indoctrinated as straight, I 
made the choice to be queer (for some it is genetically inherent). 
It's an interesting path, one that continually slips in and out of 
the white, the Catholic, the Mexican, the indigenous, the 
instincts. In and out of my head. It makes for loqueria, the cra
zies. It is a path of knowledge-one of knowing (and of learning) 
the history of oppression of our raza. It is a way of balancing, of 
mitigating duality. 

In a New England college where I taught, the 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 met 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 not 
being taken in. We're afraid of being abandoned by the mother, 
the culture, la Raza, for being unacceptable, faulty, damaged. 
Most of us unconsciously believe that if we reveal this unaccept
able aspect of the self our mother/culture/race will totally reject 
us. To avoid rejection, some of us conform to the values of the 
culture, push the unacceptable parts into the shadows. Which 
leaves only one fear-that we will be found out and that the 
Shadow-Beast will break out of its cage. Some of us take another 
route. We try to make ourselves conscious of the Shadow-Beast, 
stare at the sexual lust and lust for power and destruction we see 
on its face, discern among its features the undershadow that the 
reigning order of heterosexual males project on our Beast. Yet 
still others of us take it another step: we try to waken the 
Shadow-Beast inside us, Not many jump at the chance to con
front the Shadow-Beast in the mirror without flinching at her lid
less serpent eyes, her cold clammy moist hand dragging us under
ground, fangs bared and hissing. How does one put feathers on 
this particular serpent? But a few of us have been lucky-on the 
face of the Shadow-Beast we have seen not lust but tenderness; 
on its face we have uncovered the lie. 

Intimate Terrorism: Life in the Borderlands 

The world is not a safe place to 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 the streets. Shutting down. Woman does 
not feel safe when her own culture, and white culture, are criti
cal 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 intersttcios, 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 not make full use of our fac
ulties. We abnegate. And there in front of us is the crossroads 
and choice: to feel a victim where someone else is in control and 
therefore responsible and to blame (being a victim and transfer
ring the blame on culture, mother, father, ex-lover, friend, 
absolves me of responsibility), or to feel strong, and, for the most 
part, in control. 

My Chicana identity is grounded in the Indian woman's his
tory of resistance. The Aztec female rites of mourning were rites 
of defiance protesting the cultural changes which disrupted the 
equality and balance between female and male, and protesting 
their demotion to a lesser status, their denigration. Like la 
Llorona, the Indian woman's only means of protest was wailing. 

So mama, Raza, how wonderful, no tener que rendir cuen
tas a nadie. I feel perfectly free to rebel and to rail against my 
culture. I fear no betrayal on my part because, unlike Chicanas 
and other women of color who grew lip white Of who have only 
recently returned to their native cultural roots, I was totally 
immersed in mine. It wasn't until I went to high school that I 
"saw" whites. Until I worked on my master's degree I had not 
gotten within an arm's distance of them. I was totally immersed 
en 10 mextcano, a rural, peasant, isolated, mexicanismo. To sep
arate from my culture (as from my family) I had to feel competent 
enough on the outside and secure enough inside to live life on 
my own. Yet in leaving home I did not lose touch with my origins 
because 10 mexicano is in my system. I am a turtle, wherever I 
go I carry "home" on my back. 

Not me sold out my people but they me. So yes, though 
"home" permeates every sinew and cartilage in my body, I too am 
afraid of gOing home. Though I'll defend my race and culture 
when they are attacked by non-mexfcanos, conozco el malestar 
de mt cultura. I abhor some of my culture's ways, how it crip
ples its women, como burras, our strengths used against us, 
lowly burras bearing humility with dignity. The ability to serve, 
claim the males, is our highest virtue. I abhor how my culture 
makes macho caricatures of its men, No, I do not buy all the 
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myths of the tribe into which I was born. I can understand why 
the more tinged with Anglo blood, the more adamantly my col
ored 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 
name of protecting me. 

So, don't give me your tenets and your laws. Don't give me 
your lukewarm gods. What I want is an accounting with all three 
cultures-white, Mexican, Indian. I want the freedom to carve 
and chisel my own face, to staunch the bleeding with ashes, to 
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 cultura mestiza-with my own lumber, my 
own bricks and mortar and my own feminist architecture. 

The Wounding of the india-Mestiza 

Estas carnes indias que despreciamos nosotros los mexi
canos asf como despreciamos cOndenamos a nuestra madre, t:: 
Mal/naIl Nos condenamos a n()so(ros mis1tlos. Esta raza ('Nl

cida, enemigo cuerpo. 

Not me sold out my people but they me. Malinali Tenepat, 
or Malintzin, has become known as la Chingada-the fucked 
one. She has 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 to the Spaniards are epithets Chicanos 
spit out with contempt. 

The worst kind of betrayal lies in making us believe that the 
Indian woman in us is the betrayer. We, indias y mestizas, police 
the Indian in us, brutalize and condemn her. Male culture has 
done a good job on us. Son las costumhres que tralcionan. La 
india en mi es La sombra: La Chingada, l1azolteotl, Coatltcue. 
Son ellas 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 mar
riage, bludgeoned for 300 years, sterilized and castrated in the 
twentieth century. For 300 years she has been a slave, a force of 
cheap labor, colonized by the Spaniard, the Anglo, by her own 
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people (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, to 
protest, to challenge. The odds were heavily against her. She hid 
her feelings; she hid her truths; she concealed her fire; but she 
kept stoking the inner flame. She remained faceless and voice
less, but a light shone through her veil of silence. And though 
she was unable to spread her limbs and though for her right now 
the sun has sunk under the earth and there is no moon, she con
tinues to tend the flame. The spirit of the fire spurs her to fight 
for her own skin and a piece of ground to 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 not so turbulent and 
the mountains not so slippery with sleet. Battered and bruised 
she waits, her bruises throwing her back upon herself and the 
rhythmic pulse of the feminine. Coatlalopeuh waits with her. 

Aqui en La soledad prospera su rebeldia. 
En la soledad Ella prospera. 
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La conciencia de la mestiza 

Towards a New Consciousness 

Por la mujer de mi raza 
bahlara el espiritu. 1 

Jose Vasconcelos, Mexican philosopher, envisaged una raza 
mestiza, una mezcla de razas afines, una raza de color-la 

~''-;.' 	 prlmera raza sintesis del gloho. He called it a cosmic race, la 
I~_" 	

raz{/ c6smica. a fifth race emhracing the four major races of the 
world.2 Opposite to the theory of the pure Aryan, and to the pol
icy of racial purity that white America practices, his theory is one 
of inclusivity. At the confluence of two or more genetic streams, 
with chromosomes constantly "crossing over," this mixture of 
races, rather than resulting in an inferior being, provides hybrid 
progeny, a mutahle, more malleable species with a rich gene 
pool. From this racial, ideological, cultural and biological cross
pollinization, an "alien" consciousness is presently in the mak
ing-a new mestiza conSCiousness, una conctencia de mujer. It 
is a consciousness of the Borderlands. 

Una lucha de fronteras / A Struggle of Borders 

Because I, a mestiza, 

continually walk out of one culture 


and into another. 

because I am in all cultures at the same time, 


alma entre dos mundos, tres, cuatro, 

me zumha la caheza con 10 contradictorto. 


Estoy norteada por todas las voces que me bahlan 

simultaneamente. 
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The ambivalence from the clash of voices results in mental 
and emotional states of perplexity. Internal strife results in inse
curity and indecisiveness. The mestiza's dual or multiple per
sonality is plagued by psychic restlessness. 

In a constant state of mental nepantilism, an Aztec word 
meaning torn between ways, ta mestiza is a product of the trans
fer of the cultural and spiritual values of one group to another. 
Being tricultural, monOlingual, bilingual, or multilingual, speak
ing a patois, and in a state of perpetual transition, the mestiza 
faces the dilemma of the mixed breed: which collectivity does 
the daughter of a darkskinned mother listen to? 

El choque de un alma atrapado entre el mundo del 
espirltu y el mundo de la tecnica a veces la deja entullada. 
Cradled in one culture, sandwiched between two cultures, strad
dling all three cultures and their value systems, la mestiza under
goes a struggle of flesh, a struggle of borders, an inner war. Like 
all people, we perceive the version of reality that our culture 
communicates. Like others having or living in more than one cul
ture, we get multiple. often opposing messages, The coming 
together of two self-consistent but habitually incompatible 
frames of rckrcnct~3 causes un cboque, a cultural cullbioll, 

Within us and within la cultura chicana, commonly held 
beliefs of the white culture attack commonly held beliefs of the 
Mexican culture, and both attack commonly held beliefs of the 
indigenous culture. Subconsciously, we see an attack on our
selves and our beliefs as a threat and we attempt to block with a 
counterstance. 

But it is not enough to stand on the opposite river bank, 
shouting questions, challenging patriarchal, white conventions. 
A counterstance locks one into a duel of oppressor and 
oppressed; locked in mortal combat, like the cop and the crimi
nal, both are reduced to a common denominator of violence. The 
counterstance refutes the dominant culture's views and beliefs, 
and, for this, it is proudly defiant. All reaction is limited by, and 
dependent on, what it is reacting against. Because the counter
stance stems from a problem with authority-outer as well as 
inner-it's a step towards liberation from cultural domination. 
But it is not a way of life. At some point, on our way to a new 
consciousness, we will have to leave the opposite bank, the split 
between the two mortal combatants somehow healed so that we 
are on both shores at once and, at once, see through serpent and 
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eagle eyes. Or perhaps we will decide to disengage from the 
dominant culture, write it off altogether as a lost cause, and cross 
the border into a wholly new and separate territory. Or we might 
go another route. The possibilities are numerous once we decide 
to act and not react. 

A Tolerance For Ambiguity 

These numerous possibilities leave la mestiza floundering in 
uncharted seas. In perceiving conflicting information and points 
of view, she is subjected to a swamping of her psychological bor
ders. She has discovered that she can't hold concepts or ideas in 
rigid boundaries. The borders and walls that are supposed to 
keep the undesirable ideas out are entrenched habits and pat
terns of behavior; these habits and patterns are the enemy with
in. Rigidity means death. Only by remaining flexible is she able 
to stretch the psyche horizontally and vertically. La mestiza con
stantly has to shift out of habitual formations; from convergent 
thinking, analytical reasoning that tends to use rationality to 
move toward a single goal (a Western mode), to divergent think
ing:4 ch:1r:1ctcrized hy movement aW:1Y from set p:1tterns and 
goals and toward a more whole perspective, one that includes 
rather than excludes. 

The new mestiza copes by developing a tolerance for con
tradictions, a tolerance for ambiguity. She learns to be an Indian 
in Mexican culture, to be Mexican from an Anglo point of view. 
She learns to juggle cultures, She has a plural personality. she 
operates in a pluralistic mode-nothing is thrust out, the good 
the bad and the ugly, nothing rejected, nothing abandoned. Not 
only does she sustain contradictions, she turns the ambivalence 
into something else. 

She can be jarred out of ambivalence by an intense, and 
often painful, emotional event which inverts or resolves the 
ambivalence. I'm not sure exactly how. The work takes place 
underground-subconsciously. It is work that the soul performs. 
That focal point or fulcrum, that juncture where the mestiza 
stands, is where phenomena tend to collide. It is where the pos
sibility of uniting all that is separate occurs. This assembly is not 
one where severed or separated pieces merely come together. 
Nor is it a balancing of opposing powers. In attempting to work 
out a synthesis, the self has added a third element which is 
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greater than the sum of its severed parts. That third element is a 
new consciousness-a mestiza consciousness-and though it is 
a source of intense pain, its energy comes from continual cre
ative motion that keeps breaking down the unitary aspect of each 
new paradigm. 

En unas pocas centurias, the future will belong to the mes
tiza. Because the future depends on the breaking down of para
digms, it depends on the straddling of two or more cultures. By 
creating a new mythos-that is, a change in the way we perceive 
reality, the way we see ourselves, and the ways we behave-la 
mestiza creates a new consciousness. 

The work of mestiza consciousness is to break down the 
subject-object duality that keeps her a prisoner and to show in 
the flesh and through the images in her work how duality is tran
scended. The answer to the problem between the white race and 
the COlored, between males and females, lies in healing the split 
that originates in the very foundation of our lives, our culture, 
our languages, our thoughts. A massive uprooting of dualistic 
thinking in the individual and collective consciousness is the 
beginning of a long struggle, but one that could, in our best 
hopes, hring us to the end of rape, of violence. of war. 

La encrucijada I The Crossroads 

A chicken is being sacrificed 
at a crossroads, a simple mound of earth 

a mud shrine for EsIJu, 
Yoruba god of indeterminacy, 

who blesses her choice of path. 
She begins her journey. 

Su cuerpo es una bocacalle. La mestiza has gone from 
being the sacrificial goat to becoming the officiating priestess at 
the crossroads. 

As a mestiza I have no country, my homeland cast me out; 
yet all countries are mine because I am every woman's sister or 
potential lover. (As a lesbian I have no race, my own people dis
claim me; but I am all races because there is the queer of me in 
all races.) I am cultureless because, as a feminist, I challenge 
the collective cultural/religious male-derived beliefs of Indo
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Hispanics and Anglos; yet I am cultured because I am participat
ing in the creation of yet another culture, a new story to explain 
the world and our participation in it, a new value system with 
images and symbols that connect us to each other and to the 
planet. Soy un amasamiento, I am an act of kneading, of unit
ing and joining that not only has produced both a creature of 
darkness and a creature of light, but also a creature that questions 
the definitions of light and dark and gives them new meanings. 

We are the people who leap in the dark, we are the people 
on the knees of the gods. In our very flesh, (r)evolution works 
out the clash of cultures. It makes us crazy constantly, but if the 
center holds, we've made some kind of evolutionary step for
ward. Nuestra alma el trabajo, the opus, the great alchemical 
work; spiritual mestizaje, a "morphogenesis,"5 an inevitable 
unfolding. We have become the quickening serpent movement. 

Indigenous like corn, like corn, the mestiza is a product of 
crossbreeding, designed for preservation under a variety of con
ditions. Like an ear of corn-a female seed-bearing organ-the 
mestiza is tenaciOUS, tightly wrapped in the husks of her culture. 
Like kernels she dings to the cob; with thick stalks and strong =brace roots, she holds tight to the earth-she will survive the 
crossroads. 

Lavando y remojando el ma(z en agua de cal, despojando 
el pel/ejo. Moitendo, mixteando, amasando, haciendo tortillas de 
masa. 6 She steeps the corn in lime, it swells, softens. With stone 
roller on metate, she grinds the corn, then grinds again. She 
kneads and moulds the dough, pats the round balls into tortillas. 

We are the porous rock in the stone metate 

squatting on the ground. 

We are the rolling pin, el ma(z y agua, 

la masa harina. Somos el amasijo. 

Somos 10 moltdo en el metate. 

We are the comal sizzling hot, 

the hot tortilla, the hungry mouth. 

We are the coarse rock. 

We are the grinding motion, 

the mixed potion, somos el molcajete. 

We are the pestle, the comino, ajo, pimienta, 




----------------------
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We are the chile colorado, 

the green shoot that cracks the rock. 

We will abide. 


El camino de la mestiza I The Mestiza Way 

Caught between the sudden contraction, the breath 
sucked in and the endless space, the brown woman stands 
still, looks at the sky. She decides to go down, digging her 
way along the roots of trees. Sifting through the bones, she 
shakes them to see if there is any marrow in them. Then, 
touching the dirt to her forehead, to her tongue, she takes a 
few bones, leaves the rest in their burial place. 

She goes through her backpack, keeps her journal and 
address book, throws away the muni-bart metromaps. The 
coins are heavy and they go next, then the greenbacks flut
ter through the air. She keeps her knife, can opener and eye
brow pencil. She puts bones, pieces of bark, hierhas, eagle 
feather, snakeskin, tape recorder, the rattle and drum in her 
pack and she sets out to become the complete tolteca. 

Her first step is to take inventory. Despojando, desgranan
do, quitando paja. Just what did she inherit from her ancestors? 
This weight on her back-which is the baggage from the Indian 
mother, which the baggage from the Spanish father, which the 
baggage from the Anglo? 

Pero es dificil differentiating between 10 heredado, 10 
adquirido, 10 impuesto. She puts history through a sieve, 
winnows out the lies, looks at the forces that we as a race, as 
women, have been a part of. Luego bota 10 que no vale, los 
desmientos, los desencuentos, el embrutecimiento. Aguarda el 
jutc/o, hondo y enra{zado, de la gente antigua. This step is a 
conscious rupture with all oppressive traditions of all cultures 
and religions. She communicates that rupture, documents the 
struggle. She reinterprets history and, using new symbols, 
she shapes new myths. She adopts new perspectives toward 
the darkskinned, women and queers. She strengthens her toler
ance (and intolerance) for ambiguity. She is willing to share, to 
make herself vulnerable to foreign ways of seeing and thinking. 
She surrenders all notions of safety, of the familiar. Deconstruct, 
construct. She becomes a nahual, able to transform herself into 

----~-------
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a tree, a coyote, into another person. She learns to transform the 
small "I" into the total Self. Se hace moldeadora de su alma. 
Segun la concepcion que tiene de si misma, asi sera. 

Que no se nosolviden los hombres 

"Tu no sirves pa'nada
you're good for nothing. 
Eres pura vieja." 

"You're nothing but a woman" means you are defective. Its 
opposite is to be un macho. The modern meaning of the word 
"machismo," as well as the concept, is actually an Anglo inven
tion. For men like my father, being "macho" meant being strong 
enough to protect and support my mother and us, yet being able 
to show love. Today's macho has doubts about his ability to feed 
and protect his family. His "machismo" is an adaptation to oppres
sion and poverty and low self-esteem. It is the result of 
hierarchical male dominance. The Anglo, feeling inadequate and 
inferior and powerless, displaces or transfers these feelings to the 
Chicano by shaming him. In the Gringo world. the Chicano suf 
fers from excessive humility and self-effacement, shame of self 
and self-deprecation. Around Latinos he suffers from a sense of 
language inadequacy and its accompanying discomfort; with 
Native Americans he suffers from a racial amnesia which ignores 
our common blood, and from guilt because the Spanish part of 
him took their land and oppressed them. He has an excessive 
compensatory hubris when around Mexicans from the other 
side. It overlays a deep sense of racial shame. 

The loss of a sense of dignity and respect in the macho 
breeds a false machismo which leads him to put down women 
and even to brutalize them. Coexisting with his sexist behavior 
is a love for the mother which tak~s precedence over that of all 
others. Devoted son, macho pig. To wash down the shame of his 
acts, of his very being, and to handle the brute in the mirror, he 
takes to the bottle, the snort, the needle, and the fist. 

Though we "understand" the root causes of male hatred and 
fear, and the subsequent wounding of women, we do not excuse, 
we do not condone, and we will no longer put up with it. From 
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the men of our race, we demand the admission/acknowledg
ment/disclosure/testimony that they wound us, violate us, are 
afraid of us and of our power. We need them to say they will 
begin to eliminate their hurtful put-down ways. But more than 
the words, we demand acts. We say to them: We will develop 
equal power with you and those who have shamed us. 

It is imperative that mestizas support each other in chang
ing the sexist elements in the Mexican-Indian culture. As long as 
woman is put down, the Indian and the Black in all of us is put 
down. The struggle of the mestiza is above all a feminist one. As 
long as los bombres think they have to cbtngar mujeres and each 
other to be men, as long as men are taught that they are superi
or and therefore culturally favored over la mujer, as long as to be 
a vieja is a thing of deriSion, there can be no real healing of our 
psyches. We're halfway there-we have such love of the Mother, 
the good mother. The first step is to unlearn the puta/virgen 
dichotomy and to see Coatlalopeub-Coatlicue in the Mother, 
Guadalupe. 

Tenderness, a sign of nllnerability, is so feared that it is 
showered on women with verbal abuse and blows. Men, even 
more than women, are tCttered to gender roles. Women at least 
have had the guts to break out of bondage. Only gay men have 
had the courage to expose themselves to the woman inside them 
and to challenge the current masculinity. I've encountered a few 
scattered and isolated gentle straight men, the beginnings of a 
new breed, but they are confused, and entangled with sexist 
behaviors that they have not been able to er-ddicate. We need a 
new masculinity and the new man needs a movement. 

Lumping the males who deviate from the general norm with 
man, the oppressor, is a gross injustice. Asombra pensar que 
nos bemos quedado en ese pozo oscuro donde el mundo encier
ra a las lesbianas. Asombra pensar que bemos, como 
jemenistas y lesbianas, cerrado nuestros coraz6nes a los bom
bres, a nuestros bermanos los jotos, desberedados y marginales 
como nosotros. Being the supreme crossers of cultures, homo
sexuals have strong bonds with the queer white, Black, Asian, 
Native American, Latino, and with the queer in Italy, Australia 
and the rest of the planet. We come from all colors, all classes, 
all races, all time periods. Our role is to link people with each 
other-the Blacks with Jews with Indians with ASians with 

- ---- --_._--_.._ ..._----------- 
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whites with extraterrestrials. It is to transfer ideas and informa
tion from one culture to another. Colored homosexuals have 
more knowledge of other cultures; have always been at the fore
front (although sometimes in the closet) of all liberation struggles 
in this country; have suffered more injustices and have survived 
them despite all odds. Chicanos need to acknowledge the politi
cal and artistic contributions of their queer. People, listen to 
what your joteria is saying. 

The mestizo and the queer exist at this time and point on the 
evolutionary continuum for a purpose. We are a blending that 
proves that all blood is intricately woven together, and that we 
are spawned out of similar souls. 

Somos una gente 

Hay tantisimas jron teras 
que dividen a la gente, 
peru por cada jrontera 
extste tambien un puente. 

-Gina Valdes7 

Divided Loyalties. Many women and men of color do 110t 

want to have any dealings with white people. It takes too much 
time and energy to explain to the downwardly mobile, white 
middle-class women that it's okay for us to want to own "posses
sions," never having had any nice furniture on our dirt floors or 
"luxuries· like washing machines. Many feel that whites should 
help their own people rid themselves of race hatred and fear 
first. I, for one, choose to use some of my energy to serve as 
mediator. I think we need to allow whites to be our allies. 
Through our literature, art, corridos, and folktales we must share 
our history with them so when they set up committees to help 
Big Mountain Navajos or the Chicano farmworkers or los 
Nicaraguenses they won't turn people away because of their 
racial fears and ignorances. They will come to see that they are 
not helping us but following our lead. 

Individually, but also as a racial entity, we need to voice our 
needs. We need to say to white society: We need you to accept 
the fact that Chicanos are different, to acknowledge your rejec
tion and negation of us. We need you to own the fact that you 
looked upon us as less than human, that you stole our lands, our 
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personhood, our self-respect. We need you to make public resti
tution: to say that, to compensate for your own sense of defec
tiveness, you strive for power over us, you erase our history and 
our experience because it makes you feel guilty-you'd rather 
forget your brutish acts. To say you've split yourself from minor
ity groups, that you disown us, that your dual consciousness 
splits off parts of yourself, transferring the "negative" parts onto 
us. (Where there is persecution of minorities, there is shadow 
projection. Where there is violence and war, there is repression 
of shadow.) To say that you are afraid of us, that to put distance 
between us, you wear the mask of contempt. Admit that Mexico 
is your double, that she exists in the shadow of this country, that 
we are irrevocably tied to her. Gringo, accept the doppelganger 
in your psyche. By taking back your collective shadow the intra
cultural split will heal. And finally, tell us what you need from us. 

By Your True Faces We Will Know You 

I am visible-see this Indian face-yet I am invisible. I both 
blind them with my beak nose and am their blind spot. But I 
exist. we exist. They'd like to think I han: mdtnl ill the pOl. But 
I haven't, we haven't. 

The dominant white culture is killing us slowly with its igno
rance. By taking away our self-determination, it has made us 
weak and empty. As a people we have resisted and we have taken 
expedient positions, but we have never been allowed to develop 
unencumbered-we have never been allowed to be fully our
selves. The whites in power want us people of color to barricade 
ourselves behind our separate tribal walls so they can pick us off 
one at a time with their hidden weapons; so they can whitewash 
and distort history. Ignorance splits people, creates prejudices. 
A misinformed people is a subjugated people. 

Before the Chicano and the undocumented worker and the 
Mexican from the other side can come together, before the 
Chicano can have unity with Native Americans and other groups, 
we need to know the history of their struggle and they need to 
know ours. Our mothers, our sisters and brothers, the guys who 
hang out on street corners, the children in the playgrounds, each 
of us must know our Indian lineage, our afro-mestizaje, our his
tory of resistance. 

._-_.. 
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To the immigrant mexicano and the recent arrivals we must 
teach our history. The 80 million mexicanos and the Latinos 
from Central and South America must know of our struggles. 
Each one of us must know basic facts about Nicaragua, Chile and 
the rest of Latin America. The Latinoist movement (Chicanos, 
Puerto Ricans, Cubans and other Spanish-speaking people work
ing together to combat racial discrimination in the marketplace) 
is good but it is not enough. Other than a common culture we 
will have nothing to hold us together. We need to meet on a 
broader communal ground. 

The struggle is inner: Chicano, indio, American Indian, 
mojado, mexicano, immigrant Latino, Anglo in power, working 
class Anglo, Black, Asian-our psyches resemble the bordertowns 
and are populated by the same people. The struggle has always 
been inner, and is played out in the outer terrains. Awareness of 
our situation must come before inner changes, which in turn 
come before changes in society. Nothing happens in the "real" 
world unless it first happens in the images in our heads. 

El dia de la Chicana 

I will not be shamed again 
Nor will I shame myself. 

I am possessed by a vision: that we Chicanas and Chicanos 
have taken back or uncovered our true faces, our dignity and self
respect. It's a validation vision. 

Seeing the Chicana anew in light of her history. I seek an 
exoneration, a seeing through the fictions of white supremacy, a 
seeing of ourselves in our true guises and not as the false racial 
personality that has been given to us and that we have given to 
ourselves. I seek our woman's face, our true features, the posi
tive and the negative seen clearly, free of the tainted biases of 
male dominance. I seek new images of identity, new beliefs 
about ourselves, our humanity and worth no longer in question. 

Estamos viviendo en la nocbe de la Raza, un ttempo cuan
do el trabajo se bace a 10 qUieto, en 10 oscuro. El dia cuando 
aceptamos tal y como somos y para donde vamos y porque-ese 
dia sera el dia de la Raza. Yo tengo el conpromiso de expresar 
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mi visi6n, mi sensibilidad, mi percepci6n de la revalidaci6n de la 
gente mexicana, su merlto, estimaci6n, honra, aprecio, y validez. 

On December 2nd when my sun goes into my first house, I 
celebrate el dia de la Chicana y el Chicano. On that day I clean 
my altars, light my Coatlalopeuh candle, burn sage and copal, 
take el banD para espantar basura, sweep my house. On that 
day I bare my soul, make myself vulnerable to friends and family 
by expressing my feelings. On that day I affirm who we are. 

On that day I look inside our conflicts and our basic intro
verted racial temperament. I identify our needs, voice them. I 
acknowledge that the self and the race have been wounded. I 
recognize the need to take care of our personhood, of our racial 
self. On that day I gather the splintered and disowned parts of la 
gente mexicana and hold them in my arms. Todas las partes de 
nosotros valen. 

On that day I say, "Yes, all you people wound us when you 
reject us. Rejection strips us of self-worth; our vulnerability 
exposes us to shame. It is our innate identity you find wanting. 
We are ashamed that we need your good opinion, that we need 
your acceptance. We can no longer camouflage ollr needs, can 
no longer let defenses and fences sprout around us. We can no 
longer withdraw. To rage and look upon you with contempt is to 
rage and be contemptuous of ourselves. We can no longer blame 
you, nor disown the white parts, the male parts, the pathological 
parts, the queer parts, the vulnerable parts. Here we are 
weaponless with open arms, with only our magic. Let's try it our 
way, the mestiza way, the Chicana way, the woman way." 

On that day, I search for our essential dignity as a people, a 
people with a sense of purpose-to belong and contribute to 
something greater than our pueblo. On that day I seek to recover 
and reshape my spiritual identity. "Animate! Raza, a celebrar el 
dia de la Chicana. 

El retorno 
All movements are accomplished in six stages, 
and the seventh brings return. 

-I Ching8 

Tanto tiempo sin verte casa mia, 
mi cuna, mi hondo nido de la huerta. 

- "Soledad"9 
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I stand at the river, watch the curving, twisting serpent, a 
serpent nailed to the fence where the mouth of the Rio Grande 
empties into the Gulf. 

I have come back. Tanto dolor me cost6 el alejamiento. I 
shade my eyes and look up. The bone beak of a hawk slowly cir
cling over me, checking me out as potential carrion. In its wake 
a little bird flickering its wings, swimming sporadically like a fish. 
In the distance the expressway and the slough of traffic like an 
irritated sow. The sudden pull in my gut, la tierra, los aguaceros. 
My land, el viento soplando la arena, el lagartijo debajo de un 
nopalito. Me acuerdo como era antes. Una regi6n desertica de 
vasta llanuras, costeras de baja altura, de escasa lluvia, de 
chaparrales formados por mesquites y huizaches. If I look real 
hard I can almost see the Spanish fathers who were called "the 
cavalry of Christ" enter this valley riding their burros, see the 
clash of cultures commence. 

Tierra natal. This is home, the small towns in the Valley, los 
pueblitns with chicken pens and goats picketed to mesquite 
shrubs. En las colonias on the other side of the tracks, junk cars 
lint' the front yards of hot pink and lavender-trimmed hOllses
Chicano architecture we call it, self-consciously. I have missed 
the TV shows where hosts speak in half and half, and where 
awards are given in the category ofTex-Mex music. I have missed 
the Mexican cemeteries blooming with artificial flowers, the 
fields of aloe vera and red pepper, rows of sugar cane, of corn 
hanging on the stalks, the cloud of polvareda in the dirt roads 
behind a speeding pickup truck, el sabor de tamales de rez y 
venado. I have missed la yegua colorada gnawing the wooden 
gate of her stall, the smell of horse flesh from Carito's corrals. 
Hecho menos las noches calientes sin aire, noches de linternas 
y lechuzas making holes in the night. 

I still feel the old despair when I look at the unpainted, dilap
idated, scrap lumber houses consisting mostly of corrugated alu
minum. Some of the poorest people in the U.S. live in the Lower 
Rio Grande Valley, an arid and semi-arid land of irrigated farming, 
intense sunlight and heat, citrus groves next to chaparral and cac
tus. I walk through the elementary school I attended so long ago, 
that remained segregated until recently. I remember how the 
white teachers used to punish us for being Mexican. 
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How I love this tragic valley of South Texas, as Ricardo 
Sanchez calls it; this borderland between the Nueces and the Rio 
Grande. This land has survived possession and ill-use by five 
countries: Spain, Mexico, the Republic of Texas, the U.S., the 
Confederacy, and the U.S. again. It has survived Anglo-Mexican 
blood feuds, lynchings, burnings, rapes, pillage. 

Today I see the Valley still struggling to survive. Whether it 
does or not, it will never be as I remember it. The borderlands 
depression that was set off by the 1982 peso devaluation in 
Mexico resulted in the closure of hundreds of Valley businesses. 
Many people lost their homes, cars, land. Prior to 1982, U.S. 
store owners thrived on retail sales to Mexicans who came across 
the border for groceries and clothes and appliances. While goods 
on the U.S. side have become 10, 100, 1000 times more expen
sive for Mexican buyers, goods on the Mexican side have become 
10, 100, 1000 times cheaper for Americans. Because the Valley is 
heavily dependent on agriculture and Mexican retail trade, it has 
the highest unemployment rates along the entire border region; 
it is the Valky that has been hardest hit.10 

"It's been a bad year for corn," my brother, Nunc, says. As he 
talks, I remember my father scanning the sky for a rain that 
would end the drought, looking up into the sky, day after day, 
while the corn withered on its stalk. My father has been dead for 
29 years, having worked himself to death. The life span of a 
Mexican farm laborer is 56-he lived to be 38. It shocks me that 
I am older than he. I, too, search the sky for rain. Like the 
ancients, I worship the rain god and the maize goddess, but 
unlike my father I have recovered their names. Now for rain (irri
gation) one offers not a sacrifice of blood, but of money. 

"Farming is in a bad way," my brother says. "Two to three 
thousand small and big farmers went bankrupt in this country 
last year. Six years ago the price of corn was $8.00 per hundred 
pounds," he goes on. "This year it is $3.90 per hundred pounds." 
And, I think to myself, after taking inflation into account, not 
planting anything puts you ahead. 

I walk out to the back yard, stare at los rosales de mama. 
She wants me to help her prune the rose bushes, dig out the car
pet grass that is choking them. Mamagrande Ramona tamb/en 
tenia rosales. Here every Mexican grows flowers. If they don't 
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have a piece of dirt, they use car tires, jars, cans, shoe boxes. 
Roses are the Mexican's favorite flower. I think, how symbolic
thorns and all. 

Yes, the Chicano and Chicana have always taken care of 
growing things and the land. Again I see the four of us kids 
getting off the school bus, changing into our work clothes, walk
ing into the field with Papi and Mami, all six of us bending to the 
ground. Below our feet, under the earth lie the watermelon 
seeds. We cover them with paper plates, putting terremotes on 
top of the plates to keep them from being blown away by 
the wind. The paper plates keep the freeze away. Next day or the 
next, we remove the plates, bare the tiny green shoots to the 
elements. They survive and grow, give fruit hundreds of times 
the size of the seed. We water them and hoe them. We harvest 
them. The vines dry, rot, are plowed under. Growth, death, 
decay, birth. The soil prepared again and again, impregnated, 
worked on. A constant changing of forms, renacimientos de la 
tierra madre. 

This land was Mexican once 
was Indian always 

and is. 
And will be again. 
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