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    INTRODUCTION

    
      Suzanne Bost and Frances R. Aparicio
    

    
      This Companion provides a critical overview of US Latino/a literature – key ideas, figures, terms, and debates – as well as engaging new topics for consideration and drawing attention to new directions in which the study of Latino/a literature might expand. The collection of entries, like Latinos/as themselves, strains against any bounded conceptions of the nation and any singular definitions of identity. Although US Latino/a literature is, for the most part, produced and published in the United States, it is the product of multiple border crossings. This Companion traces the circulation and intermixture of cultures, identities, texts, and aesthetic forms across borders within and beyond the Americas. Not only is the literature under consideration here transnational; the contributors to this project come from multiple different nations in the Americas as well as Western Europe, Russia, North Africa, and Australia, addressing the increasingly global circulation of Latino/a literary texts.

      Identity terminology is particularly tricky in Latino/a studies. The terms “Hispanic” and “Latino” are US inventions designed to describe Latin American descent peoples in the United States. Both are misnomers to the extent that they imply a transplanted European heritage and elide the mixture with indigenous and African peoples that characterized the formation of mestizaje [racial and cultural mixture] throughout “Latin” America. The term “Hispanic,” adopted by the US government for census purposes in the 1970s, is seen by many US community organizations as an attempt to neutralize resistant cultural nationalism. (In the census, Hispanics have been considered racially white, and the term itself seems to equate to “Spanish.”) In contrast, “Latino” is recognized as a more progressive term and as a way to account for the mixtures that differentiate American Latinos from Europeans.

      In terms of nation, Latinos are “US Americans,” a word that does not exist in English, which myopically equates the hemispheric term “American” with the United States, but does exist in Spanish: estadounidenses. “US citizen” is also not the preferred term given the large number of undocumented Latinos/as in the United States. Nor are all Latinos/as immigrants to the United States, since many Mexicans and Puerto Ricans, for instance, became “US Americans” as a result of land annexation and colonialism. One might be tempted to use “American” in the hemispheric sense, but it is also important to foreground the US origins of the term “Latino” and the US locations of most “Latinos.” (We are, however, including
Latinos/as who move back and forth between the United States and another homeland, as well as those who have left the United States but are still shaped by its influence, within our definition.) The central lesson to draw from this terminological friction is that all of these identity terms are contested, sometimes fluid, and always relational. How one identifies oneself is, of course, highly subjective. Indeed, most US Latinos/as define themselves first as belonging to a particular national, sub-national, or binational group, like Boricua or Cuban-American, and only to a larger latinidad for the purposes of pan-ethnic solidarity or inclusion.

      Latino/a literature might be said to require a “companion” to aid analysis because of the variety of identities, locations, historical perspectives, worldviews, traditions, and cultural forms that it incorporates. We approach the field in the broadest sense here, using the term “Latino/a” throughout because it is inclusive in terms of gender (with the dual engendering of the adjectival form) and inclusive in terms of nation of origin, encompassing Mexican-Americans, Puerto Ricans, Cuban-Americans, and Dominican-Americans, as well as US Latinos/as from Central America and South America. Like all literary fields defined by an identity, Latino/a literature is a field characterized by political and intellectual friction. It is one of the fastest growing fields in the discipline of literary studies, one of the most heterogeneous, and one of the most fluid – changing as fast as the demographics of US Latino/a population growth and immigration. The Routledge Companion to Latino/a Literature aims to replicate this friction while contextualizing, historicizing, and defining it.

      The idea of creating a single guide to Latino/a literature, however, implies (or at least creates the illusion of) some coherence. We thus follow a dual impulse towards particularization and generalization. The entries in this collection focus on the different locations, homelands, migrations, languages, cultures, races, sexualities, embodiments, aesthetics, and politics that form divergent Latino/a experiences as well as shared Latino/a histories and worldviews, hemispheric connections, and unifying identities. Following these simultaneous particularizing and generalizing impulses, we include entries that highlight inter-Latino/a differences – such as Afro-Latino identity and the different canons of Chicana lesbians, Dominican-Americans, and South Americans in the United States – as well as entries that build trans-Latino/a realities – such as “latinidad” and “Latino/a literary canon.” Our entries cross beyond the boundaries of what is conventionally considered “Latino/a,” including the interface between Latino/a literature and Arab cultures, Siberian borderlands, and emergent genres such as chick lit or science fiction. We also cross beyond the boundaries of what is conventionally considered literature to reveal more of the cultural, political, and aesthetic contexts in which the literature is embedded.

      The history and politics of US Latino/a literature are distinct. “Latino/a” identity is a product of layers of conquest, colonialism, and cultural mixture – beginning with Western European territorial battles upon the indigenous lands of the “New World,” from the sixteenth through the nineteenth centuries, and, after most Latin American nations achieved independence, continuing through the US imperialist expansions of the nineteenth century to the present. As such, it is an inevitably politicized term. The nature and timing of these conquests differ across the Americas, producing (post)colonial realities as diverse as the Puerto Rican Commonwealth (which is still technically a US colony), the politically isolated socialist republic of
Cuba, the dually conquered territories of what is now the US Southwest, and those Latin American nations subject to US cultural imperialism despite their own healthy and independent economies. The emergence of Latino/a identities, as a united transnational force or in particular nationalist traditions (like the Chicano/a consciousness that developed among Mexican-Americans or the Boricua consciousness that developed among Puerto Ricans in the mainland United States), constitutes a high degree of resistance to imperialism and assertion of selfhood apart from the (former or current) colonizer. Such acts of resistance have emerged at different historical moments for different groups. For some Mexican-Americans, for instance, the urge to assert independence from the United States began in the middle of the nineteenth century, after the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo ceded half of Mexico to the United States, and for others it began with the Chicano/a Movement of the 1960s. Similarly, for some Puerto Ricans the impulse to resist US imperialism followed the 1900 Foraker Act, and for others it began with the emergence of Nuyorican identity and nationalist groups like the Young Lords’ Party on the US mainland in the 1960s. The entries on nationalism and on the development of literary canons for particular Latino/a groups revolve to some extent around these histories and their distinct (cultural and geographic) locations. Central American and South American writers are adding their own narratives to the larger history of the long-term impact that US imperial ideologies and interventions have had in Latin America, particularly as seen in the histories of US-supported dictatorships and authoritarian regimes that have led to genocides, civil wars, and the egregious economic marginalization of the indigenous populations as well as to ensuing large-scale emigration to the United States and other countries.

      Latino/a literature, as a field of study, is often considered to be a product of the US identity movements of the 1960s and later, and the field saw a surge in publications (literary and scholarly) beginning in the 1980s, with the rise of ethnic studies and multiculturalism. In the contemporary period, Latino/a literature has become a desirable commodity, often marketed for its exotic forms and subjects. Within this literary “boom,” a few writers (such as Sandra Cisneros or Esmeralda Santiago) have been fetishized, which often leads to the marginalization of writers whose works don’t engage with the fetishized traits (like vibrant-colored book covers, recipes for spicy food, or traditional spiritual practices). Moreover, this celebration of contemporary texts obscures the history and the politics that underlie the “boom.” Literary critics have been working to trace a Latino/a literary tradition that reaches back into the nineteenth century, when Spain lost control over its American colonies and when the United States began to exert its control over these lands, incorporating large numbers of former Spanish colonials into its own borders. Recovery projects make available texts that were “lost” due to lack of readership (or sometimes outright censorship) but have been “found” and republished as Latino/a literature became increasingly popular in and after the 1980s. José Aranda’s entry highlights the politics of recovery projects, which inevitably recreate the texts they recover to reflect the critical trends and political interests of their own moment rather than accurately “recovering” the past. Yet most of the texts written prior to the 1960s ultimately fail to live up to the political desires of contemporary literary critics as well as the aesthetic desires of publishers seeking to capitalize on the Latino/a literature “boom.” Beyond this barrier posed by presentism, the recovery of earlier texts also involves issues of translation, as many nineteenth-century Latino/a writers (and their readers) were not assimilated into the US mainstream and preferred to publish in Spanish.

      Language presents particular problems for Latino/a literary production and analysis. Allison Fagan’s and Kirsten Silva Gruesz’s entries, in particular, draw attention to the decisions authors and editors must make when publishing bilingual or Spanish-language texts for US readers. Most critics in the field would agree that knowledge of Spanish is necessary to understand the subtleties of Latino/a language usage, but most contemporary Latino/a texts are published for English-speaking/reading audiences. Many authors incorporate untranslated Spanish into their texts with the assumption that some readers will either not “get” certain allusions or that they will have to work to do so and confront their own linguistic ignorance in the process; this strategy produces different reading audiences, insiders or outsiders, defined by their language usage. There are definite benefits to using Spanish as a tool of cultural affirmation (in terms of creating political community or social identity). Yet the tendency to regard Spanish as the “authentic” Latino/a language ignores the important shaping force of English as well as of different indigenous languages, African languages, and Portuguese. Since the Chicano/a movement saw itself as a reclamation of the indigenous land and culture of Aztlán [the mythic Aztec homeland located in what is now the US Southwest], many Chicano/a writers since that time have wrought terms from the Aztec language Nahuatl, as well as other indigenous languages, into their writing. Moreover, the Spanish language itself incorporated many indigenous words, like aguacate or chocolate, in its American history. If we don’t wish to exclude the writings of Brazilian immigrants to the United States from our definition of Latino/a literature, a working knowledge of Portuguese would also be important. Finally, many Latino/a writers grew up speaking English and are not comfortable writing in any other language, for English was the language of their intellectual formation within the colonial educational system of the United States. Much funding for printing books made it a condition that they would be in English only, even for publications coming out of Arte Público Press and The Bilingual Press. After mainstream presses “discovered” a Spanish-speaking readership, both within the United States and more globally, they funded the Spanish translation of many writers. As a result of these multiple histories and political developments, Latino/a literature is a multilingual field.

      We have divided this Companion into five sections, starting with “Identities” in order to clarify our subject and to foreground its heterogeneity. The first section will address the different conceptions of “Latino/a” underlying this identity-based literary field. Rather than describing a natural collectivity of peoples, “Latino/a” is a socio-political label applied to US residents based on divergent traits: national origins (including, variously, Mexico, the Hispanic Caribbean, Central America, or South America); ethnicity (which, since Latinos/as are mestizos/as, includes European, indigenous, and African descent); or language (which may be Spanish, English, Portuguese, or an indigenous tongue). This divergence and fluidity complicate the coherence of Latino/a identity politics and create many sites for friction, dialogue, and alliance. Entries in this section consider how nation, region, culture, race, and gender shape the production, circulation, and consumption of Latino/a literature. We begin with Marta Caminero-Santangelo’s entry on the significance of thinking hemispherically about “latinidad” in an encompassing sense. Rafael Pérez-Torres and William Luis, in their entries “Mestizaje” and “Afro-Latino/a Literature and Identity,” consider the ways in which racial mixture enriches and complicates Latino/a identity. Raúl Homero Villa turns our attention to how space shapes identity, focusing on the particular case of “Urban Spaces.” While Patricia Marina Trujillo, Jennifer Domino Rudolph, and Sandra K. Soto consider how feminism, masculinity, and queerness inflect Latino/a identity, Suzanne Bost’s entry examines how illness and disability draw alternate boundaries around Latino/a bodies. The final entries in the section address the status of Latino/a studies outside its American home and intersections between Latino/a studies and other identity-based fields. Marisa Belausteguigoitia Rius and María del Socorro Gutiérrez Magallanes, Frauke Gewecke, and Elena Nakaznaya discuss the development and significance of Latino/a literary studies in Mexico, Western Europe, and Siberia, and Dalia Gomaa considers affinities between Latino/a literature and the Arab world. These entries document and exemplify the global circulation of Latino/a literary texts, while also highlighting the specific ways in which these regions abroad have given meaning to and made relevant US Latino/a literary texts. There are clear distinctions between the ways in which Chicano/a literature is read in Mexico by Mexicans (those who did not leave the home country) and how it has been integrated into European university classes and scholarship. In Siberia it becomes a channel for further understanding the experience of their own borderlands with China and diverse ethnicities in the region, and in the Arab world the central role that Latina feminist writings have had in the conceptualization of Third World women is clearly revealed.

      The entries in the “Worldviews” section explore the culturally particular ways that Latino/a literature engages with broader intellectual movements and theoretical subjects vital to literary studies today. Latinos/as have a long history of civil disobedience and a distinctive relationship to questions of citizenship (given the long-term debates about noncitizen workers dividing US Americans), nationalism (since so many Latinos/as come from deterritorialized or colonized nations), and transnationalism (given the histories of migration and immigration behind the formation of this identity). Indeed, pairing any “-ism” with “Latino/a” as a modifier challenges conventional understandings of both terms. Belinda Linn Rincón and Suzanne Oboler’s entry on citizenship examines how national belonging shapes and is reconceived by Latino/a literary works. Mathias Nilges examines what a Marxist critical approach looks like when applied to Latino/a literature, and Kristi L. Ulibarri looks at how neoliberalism affects the production and consumption of Latino/a literature. John Alba Cutler and Elizabeth Russ theorize Latino/a nationalism and transnationalism, respectively, and George Hartley and Grisel Y. Acosta trace the politics of Latino/a investment in indigenous worldviews and environmentalism as these politicized perspectives emerge in the literature. These entries situate Latino/a literature relative to transcultural concerns and other traditions at the same time as they highlight Latino/a particularities; they also engage the ways in which Latino/a literary texts transform and transculturate these worldviews and ideologies.

      There are a number of Latino/a traditions that are key to understanding the styles, allusions, and language of this literature. The entries in the “Traditions” section provide important cultural context to aid non-expert readers in developing a deeper and more culturally grounded understanding of the field. Rather than being strictly historical or anthropological, these entries trace the emergence of Latino/a traditions in literary examples, ultimately showing how Latino/a literature reaches beyond the boundaries of canonical understandings of the literary. Allison E. Fagan’s entry on language highlights the importance of bilingualism and code-switching in the creation and circulation of Latino/a literature, drawing our attention to the significance of structural and editorial features particular to bilingual texts, like glossaries, italics, and internal translations. María Eugenia Cotera and Frances R. Aparicio show how folklore and music, respectively, have been wrought within and developed alongside Latino/a literature. Theresa Delgadillo uncovers the various spiritual traditions that underlie Latino/a literature. Meredith E. Abarca examines the role of food as an instrument of cultural exchange, and Constance Cortez looks at the visual arts to uncover their intersections with and influence upon Latino/a literature. Each of these traditions bears cultural, political, historical, and aesthetic meaning that enriches our understanding of Latino/a texts, but they are not simply background material. Textual apparatuses, folklore, music, spirituality, food, and the visual arts shape literature in terms of form and content, just as literature, in turn, shapes these other cultural forms. Rather than collapsing the distinction between these forms in a blurry interdisciplinary mixture, these entries also show how literature and other media work in particular ways, distinct from each other as forms of expression.

      Although this collection covers a transdisciplinary range of perspectives and traditions that emerge in or shape Latino/a literature, literature is the disciplinary foundation of this Companion. Questions of literary genres and canons are therefore also at the forefront. And, since genres and canons are cultural constructs, readers will see that particular Latino/a meanings inform what counts as genre or canon here. Latino/a literature can be broken up into the same generic conventions through which European and Euro-American literature are conventionally studied (poetry, drama, novel, short story, etc.), and some of our entries do just that. But there are also particular genres such as corridos and testimonios that emerge from the histories, worldviews, and traditions explored in the previous sections. Latino/a literature often moves beyond dominant publication venues and modes of circulation (in oral performance, Spanish-language revistas, or bilingual editions published by Latino/a-run presses, for instance), but it engages with multiple different literary markets, Latino/a and “mainstream,” popular and academic. Our penultimate section, “Literary Forms,” considers how Latino/a literature uniquely employs conventional genres (with Jon D. Rossini examining theater, Urayoán Noel examining poetry, and David J. Vázquez examining the novel), genres particular to Latin American or Latino/a culture (with Norma E. Cantú’s entry on testimonio, Roberta Fernández’s entry on revistas, and Frederick Luis Aldama’s entry on magical realism), and emergent genres not usually associated with Latino/a culture (Tace Hedrick’s entry on “chica lit,” Emily A. Maguire’s entry on science fiction, and Aldama’s entry on comics). Finally, Mary Pat Brady’s entry on children’s literature examines how a genre that is often overlooked in critical studies of Latino/a
literature has always been central to the formation of Latino/a identities. Each of these entries focuses on literary form itself, demonstrating how and why Latino/a writers adapt, appropriate, or transform the genres they adopt.

      The existence of a companion to Latino/a Literature as such seems to assume the existence of a canon of Latino/a literature. While there is something to be gained from the generalizing impulse of this assumption (including the greater recognition that comes with the publication of anthologies of Latino/a writers and the creation of Latino/a literature courses), this canon is a contested and political site, giving greater representation to Chicano/a writers, for instance, and favoring certain literary styles and political modes. Canons have a certain inertia that leads them to reproduce themselves, obscuring internal differences and excluding works that challenge familiar forms. In this sense, they wield culture-shaping power. So we invoke the idea of a canon at the same time that we challenge it. What is gained and what is lost by joining literatures of different Latino/a groups into one pan-Latino/a canon? And how should this canon relate to the canons of Latin American literature, US literature, or other ethnic literatures? In our “Canons” section, we include both generalizing and particularizing entries, each of which answers these questions in different ways. The presence of 12 different entries in the canon section itself testifies to the multiple ways of approaching the idea of a Latino/a canon. In the first entry, Raphael Dalleo and Elena Machado Sáez take up the subject of the creation of an over-arching “Latino/a literary canon,” while Héctor Calderón, Lisa Sánchez González, Ricardo L. Ortíz, and Silvio Torres-Saillant discuss the formation of culturally particular canons for the four largest groups of US Latinos/as: Chicanos/as, Boricuas (or Puerto Ricans), Cuban-Americans, and Dominican-Americans. Juanita Heredia and Ana Patricia Rodríguez present more transnational literary canons formed by the growing groups of Latinos/as from South America and Central America. María-Socorro Tabuenca Córdoba examines the canon of a place, the literature of the borderlands. Alicia Gaspar de Alba shows us how one seemingly very particular group, Chicana lesbians, has created its own broad canon of works, a canon that has had a significant impact shaping Latino/a literature as a whole. And José F. Aranda, Jr., Kirsten Silva Gruesz, and Laura Halperin draw attention to the role of cultural institutions – such as the Recovering the US Hispanic Literary Heritage Project; literary agents, editors, and publishing houses; and agents of censorship – in forming the literary canons handed down to us.

      There is a need to approach this canon in its plural form rather than as a singular entity. We need to consider a diversity of Latino/a literary canons, partly reflected in the heterogeneous regional profiles across the United States that mirror the specific histories of migration and settlement of different national groups. For instance, Chicano/a literature may be more predominantly taught and read in California and the Southwest, while Latino/a Caribbean authors are predominant in the East Coast. Another area of fluidity within the US Latino/a literary canon is the increasing visibility of emerging authors and literary voices that are transforming the US Latino/a literaryscape. The demographic diversification that occurred in the 1980s and 1990s is now being revealed in the new novels by US Guatemalan authors, such as Héctor Tobar, by US Nicaraguan voices such as that of Silvio Sirias, and by Salvadorean-American authors such as Marcos McPeek Villatoro and Leticia Hernández Linares.
Binational writer Daniel Alarcón, who was born in Peru but grew up in Alabama, and who writes about Peru and Latin America only in English, has garnered major critical praise and has been named a Best Seller by The Los Angeles Times and The New York Times. US Dominican author Junot Díaz received a Pulitzer Prize for his novel, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao. These shifts in the literary canon signal, first, the mainstream recognition of Latino/a authors as well as indicating significant changes from the earlier foundational literary works of Chicanos and Nuyoricans, works that often articulated and reproduced cultural nationalisms. Readers today are experiencing a transnational turn that returns us to the Latin American realities that US Latinos/as share through the Spanish-language voices of Gabriel García Márquez, Julio Cortázar, Carlos Fuentes and Juan Rulfo, among others. This shift obliges us to reconsider the emerging topics, contexts, literary styles, and aesthetics of those we include under the rubric “US Latino/a.” These emerging voices also challenge the US-based boundaries that have been drawn to delimit the Latino/a literary canon. These complexities about boundaries, canon, and transnationalism remind us of the need to be constantly learning more about the field, a field whose critical publications still mostly revolve around national frameworks, privilege the works of Chicanos/as and Nuyoricans, and reveal regional, class-based, generational and migratory tensions and frictions.

      Indeed, the reality of a Latino/a literary canon is very much the result of the institutional efforts of anthologies. For US Latino/a literature, a corpus that has struggled against the invisibility of its authors within the larger context of mainstream American literature, the role of anthologies becomes even more significant as a strategy and site for inclusion and for claiming public legitimacy. Since the 1970s, and more clearly in the 1980s and 1990s, literary anthologies have allowed for the increasing visibility of Latino/a authors as part of the US literary canon. On the one hand, the Heath Anthology of American Literature (1989) initially embraced Latino/a writers as part of the American literary canon. On the other, the efforts on the part of Latino/a critics, writers, and editors – such as the multiple themed anthologies of Ray González – to select, edit, and acknowledge the literary production by US Latinos/as has a history of its own that still needs to be told.

      In 1983, the anthology of short stories written by US Latinas, Cuentos, edited by Alma Gómez, Cherríe Moraga and Mariana Romo-Carmona, stressed the need to translate oral traditions and family cuentos into literary texts as a way of inscribing orality, gender and sexuality, race, class, and different cultural experiences of US Latinas in the public light. Written by Puerto Ricans from New York, Chicanas from the Southwest and California, and a US Chilean writer, this anthology, while very US-based and “local” in its impetus, already contained a sampling of the rich internal heterogeneity of the Latina community in the US. Almost 20 years later, the monumental 2011 Norton Anthology of Latino Literature, edited by Ilan Stavans, Gustavo Pérez Firmat, Edna Acosta-Belén, Maria Herrera-Sobek, Harold Augenbraum, and Rolando Hinojosa, becomes an emblem of the mainstreaming of this literary corpus. The more hemispheric and global framework of the Norton anthology illustrates the dilemmas of location, place, and displacements that the umbrella term “Latino/a” evokes. By positioning Latino/a literature exclusively within a political history of Latin America, Stavans frames all Latino/a writers within a more
universalizing hemispheric space that tends to elide the cultural, political, and literary relationships between US Latino and other racial minorities within the United States. Not all US Latino/a writers are in conversation with Latin America, nor are all Latin American writers in dialogue with US Latino/a literary voices. The conundrum of selection, edition, and the politics of inclusion and exclusion are an inherent part of any anthologizing effort. In the case of the Norton, it was a surprise not to find Sandra Cisneros’s writings while the colonial mestizo writings of the Peruvian Inca Garcilaso de la Vega are included. The “elasticity” of anthological gestures, whatever the motivation or reasoning behind the acts of selection and omission, eventually produce the literary canon. It is in the spaces in between, in the tensions among these anthologies, that US Latino/a literature evolves as a field of study.

      Our own approach to the question of how to construct a collection about Latino/a literature, about what to include and what to exclude, has been multi-faceted. Our differences as editors (disciplinary, cultural, and generational) have made it easy not to impose one framework upon the field. Instead, we approach the field from multiple directions at once, drawing our boundaries around questions of identity in one place, questions of worldview in another, and questions of form or discipline in another. In this way, readers will be shifting between frameworks, between different ways of delineating Latino/a literature, as they proceed through this Companion. We have also tried to err on the side of inclusiveness, accepting our contributors’ various representations of Latino/a literature in all of their polyphony. We have made no attempt to circumscribe and hope that this openness creates a sense of possibility rather than incoherence. We have positioned entries alongside each other in order to create interfaces between comparable frameworks, so there are implicit dialogues between the entries even though the contributors do not address each other explicitly. We have also allowed for a certain amount of incommensurability between entries. The conflicting definitions, uses of terminology, and kinds of writing and voice should highlight the fact that there are different sorts of conversations taking place in the field of Latino/a literature at once – in different locations and different languages, using different theoretical frameworks, and revolving around different political goals – and these do not always overlap. Moreover, there are undoubtedly other conversations, new and old, which we have not been able to access in this Companion. We embrace these differences, and the knowledge that there are even more possibilities than our contributors have envisioned as defining features of Latino/a literary study, and we invite readers to discover new points of intersection between Latino/a literature and other worlds.

      We write this introduction during a time when a massive conservative movement to restrict immigration has led to increased anti-Latino/a sentiment in the United States and tragic legislation in states like Arizona, where Latinos/as are being targeted as an illegitimate presence and ethnic studies (especially Mexican-American studies) programs and courses are being cut from state-funded schools. Because of the United States’ long history of colonialism in and alongside of Latin America, this development is not just a rejection of immigrants; it is a rejection of peoples and cultures central to the formation and definition of the United States. We take this development as a reminder of the urgency and the timeliness of our work. For now, like many other times of national identity crisis, is an important moment for reaffirming the aesthetic, political, and intellectual richness of Latino/a culture, and literature is one of the primary media for shaping, preserving, and sharing this culture.

    

  
    
Part I
 IDENTITIES

  
    1
LATINIDAD

    
      Marta Caminero-Santangelo
    

    
      The meaning of “latinidad,” ostensibly a fairly straightforward term that translates to “Latinoness,” is actually quite fraught. Like many labels referring to questions of identity, “latinidad” implies questions of authenticity (“Is that really Latino?”), of degree (“How Latino is that?”), and, perhaps most of all, of difference and opposition. As various theorists of ethnicity have pointed out, ethnic group identities are generally based on contrast (Sollors 1995; Cornell and Hartmann 1998). When we classify writers and their literature by ethnicity, we put them in one group as opposed to another: “the writer is an X, meaning not a Y” (Sollors 1995: 290). Anthropologist Fredrik Barth introduced the notion that it is “the ethnic boundary that defines the group, not the cultural stuff that it encloses” (1969: 15) – suggesting that, more than cultural commonalities within a group, what makes groupness is the ways one group understands itself as opposed to or different from others. Werner Sollors argues that literature itself helps to “construct” such ethnic group identities, through narratives that invoke a common history and culture and that suggest that there are differences that matter between ethnic groups; thus literature “may help to create the illusion of a group’s ‘natural’ existence from ‘time immemorial’” (1995: 290). “Latino” as an ethnic label thus suggests a contrast with some “other” people understood to be “non-Latino.”

      According to this logic, “latinidad,” at least in the United States, is assumed to be in contrast with “dominant” or “mainstream” Anglo-American culture; literature that is “about” latinidad would therefore be largely about the ways in which one’s culture and identity of heritage are maintained despite pressures to assimilate – or, conversely, about the ways in which they are lost in the pressures toward assimilation. Representative literature in which latinidad, in this sense, is a central theme, might include Chicano/a novels such as Rudolfo Anaya’s Bless Me, Ultima (1972), José Antonio Villarreal’s Pocho (1959), and Ana Castillo’s So Far From God (1994c); Dominican-American Julia Alvarez’s first novel, How the García Girls Lost Their Accents (1991); and Puerto Rican Esmeralda Santiago’s first memoir, When I Was Puerto Rican (1993).

      It is this understanding of “latinidad” that Karen Christian refers to when she suggests that Latino identity is in fact a performance, made up by the many everyday acts and behaviors Latinos engage in that, cumulatively, “reinforce the notion that a definable Latina/o cultural essence exists” (1997: 15); literary performances, Christian
argues, can also reinforce this notion. In Paul Allatson’s discussion of literature by Chicano/a, Puerto Rican, and Cuban-American writers, he also uses the term “Latino” to imply contrast with the mainstream; for him, the term allows an investigation of Latino/a writers’ modes of engagement, from positions of marginality, with prevailing stories and myths about what it means to be “American” (2002: 12–13). In their exploration of the Latino/a literary canon, Raphael Dalleo and Elena Machado Sáez posit that this sense of latinidad as ethnic difference is also at play in multicultural marketing of Latinoness, which makes “the consumption of Latino/a identity … yet another flavor in the multicultural stew” (2007: 4).

      While the idea that “Latino” contrasts with “Anglo-American” is regarded as fairly self-evident, what is less immediately obvious is that “Latino” also potentially contrasts with terms like “Chicana,” “Cuban-American,” or “Puerto Rican.” According to this understanding, what “latinidad” suggests is a Latin-American-heritage identity that crosses boundary lines among the various specific national-origin groups, and implies a panethnic group. It implies, in other words, that a “Latino” identity exists that binds these various groups together in some tangible, substantive ways – ways that matter. It is much like using a term such as “Indian” instead of “Cherokee,” “Chickasaw,” or “Choctaw”; it suggests a grouping together of groups that, historically, have not always seen themselves as belonging to that larger group identity. For example, in 2006, only 23 percent of Latinos said that all Latinos share a single common culture, while an astounding 75 percent said that they did not (Suro and Escobar 2006: 10). When scholars talk about “Latino literature” or a “Latino canon,” what they are implicitly suggesting is that this literature ought to be understood as a “body” of literature, a group with its own internal history and trajectory of paradigmatic themes and literary forms. But the national surveys reveal that there is a serious disjuncture between academic practice and popular sentiment. Indeed, academia aside, Latino/a literary works themselves have seldom made the case for a panethnic Latino identity; unlike “national literatures” that have, as Benedict Anderson (1983) argues, worked through the possibilities for imagined communities called “nations,” Latino/a fiction, poetry, and memoir has much more frequently concentrated on the heritage and US experiences of specific national origin groups, as we shall see.

      One potential unifier for the various groups is the Spanish language itself; editors of anthologies of “Latino” or “Hispanic” literature, for instance, often point speci-fically to Spanish as one common denominator of Latino/a identity in the US (Poey and Suárez 1992; Ray González 1994; Augenbraum and Olmos 1997; Milligan et al 1998; Del Rio 2001; Christie and González 2006; Stavans 2010) that leaves its lingering traces – bilingualism, code-switching, syntax, even word choices and cadences – in current US Latino literary production. Frances Aparicio calls this phenomenon “linguistic tropicalization” (1997: 201). Code-switching has certainly become a visible marker of the “difference” from mainstream, Anglo-American identity in Latino/a literature, first gaining prominence and visibility both in the Nuyorican Poetry Movement (a movement of Puerto Rican writers living in New York that began with the Nuyorican Poets Café in the 1970s) and in Chicano/a (Mexican-American) writing of the 1980s. Prominent Nuyorican writer Tato Laviera’s poem “my graduation speech” (1979) begins “I think in spanish / I write in english”; another poem by
Laviera, “AmeRícan” (1985), seeks to visually demonstrate the way that the “accent” itself, marker of linguistic difference and trace of Spanish, inflicts the poetic speaker’s “Americanness” with “Puerto Ricanness.” Chicano playwright Luis Valdez, founder of El Teatro Campesino (“The Farmworkers’ Theatre”) during the Chicano Movement, uses code-switching liberally; his play Zoot Suit (1992; originally performed 1978), about the so-called “Zoot Suit Riots” that took place in Los Angeles during the Second World War, switches back and forth between English, Spanish, and caló, the slang of the “pachucos.” Chicana writer Gloria Anzaldúa’s landmark, mixed-genre collection of essays and poetry, Borderlands/La Frontera (1987), not only engages in code-switching (of various sorts) but also foregrounds thematically the very issue of a “hybrid” Chicano language that is not accepted in dominant US culture.

      But differences in Spanish language usage among the different national-origin groups abound, and can lead as often to misunderstanding and miscommunication as to a common bond (Suárez-Orozco and Páez 2002; Zentella 2002; De Genova and Ramos-Zayas 2003). Further, some argue that locating the commonality of Latinos specifically in Spanish ignores both the existence of indigenous languages (still the “first” language for many Latin Americans) and the fact that many US Latinos/as speak English, not Spanish, as their primary – or only – language (Oboler 1995; Chanady 1994). The theme of a presumed fluency in both languages that sometimes is not there appears in the poetry of Chicanas Pat Mora (“Legal Alien” and “Elena,” 1984) and Lorna Dee Cervantes (“Refugee Ship” and “Heritage,” 1982) and of Puerto Rican Gloria Vando (“Nuyorican Lament,” 1993a). Cuban-American H.G. Carrillo’s first novel’s tongue-in-cheek title is Loosing My Espanish (2004); novelist and poet Demetria Martínez describes, in her essay “Confessions of a Berlitz-Tape Chicana” (2003), a “generation” of Mexican-Americans, like herself, who learn their Spanish through self-help books and listening to audio lessons on their way to work.

      Writers, in fact, disagree more generally about whether there is something to the idea of “latinidad.” Dominican-American novelist and poet Julia Alvarez says there is. In a response to a question in an interview about whether there is such a thing as “Latino” culture that connects different national-origin groups together, Alvarez has responded: “I think we do have a culture … and I think it has to do with language. … [L]anguage creates … is a kind of embryo for who we can become as a people. And I think that sharing the Spanish language … connects us as a widespread Hispanic culture throughout the Americas, and it connects us also with people from Spain” (Alvarez 1998b: 17). Mexican-American writer and performance artist Guillermo Gómez-Peña, on the other hand, adamantly rejects the whole concept:


      
        Terms like Hispanic, Latino … are inaccurate and loaded with ideological implications. They create false categories. … There is no such thing as “Latino art” or “Hispanic art.” There are hundreds of types of Latino-American-derived art in the United States. Each is aesthetically, socially, and politically specific.

        (Gómez-Peña 1993: 46, 48)

      

      
Chicanos have had a particularly fraught relationship with panethnic terms such as “Latino” and “Hispanic” – especially if they actually identify with the term
“Chicano.” While often treated as a synonym for “Mexican-American,” the term “Chicano” has strong connotations lacking in the hyphenated label: it suggests consciousness of – and politicization around – issues of oppression, racism, identity, and inequality; an anti-assimilationist attitude with regard to US culture; and a privileging of indigenous over Spanish colonial roots with regard to Mexican culture, as journalist Rubén Salazar explained in a 1970 column in the Los Angeles Times that attempted to define the term (Salazar 1970; see also Castro 2001: 46–7). Logically, then, many Chicano authors have expressed antagonism to the census-developed term “Hispanic” for its emphasis on Spanish heritage and erasure of indigenous and African peoples in the Americas. Prominent Chicana writer Sandra Cisneros notably refused to be pictured on the cover of Hispanic Magazine because of its use of the label, declaring: “It’s a very colonistic term, a disrespectful term, a term imposed on us without asking what we wanted to call ourselves” (Granados 2000).

      This antagonism toward the “Hispanic” label has at times extended even to the homogenizing tendencies of the term “Latino,” which arguably still etymologically emphasizes some people (e.g. those of “Latin” cultures) over others. As Walter Mignolo writes in The Idea of Latin America:

      
        “Latin” America was the name adopted to identify the restoration of European Meridional, Catholic, and Latin “civilization” in South America, and, simultaneously, to reproduce absences (Indians and Afros) that had already begun during the early colonial period. The history of “Latin” America after independence is the variegated history of the local elite, willingly or not, embracing “modernity” while Indigenous, Afro, and poor Mestizo/a peoples get poorer and more marginalized.

        (Mignolo 2005: 57–8)

      

      
Expressing objection to both terms, Gloria Anzaldúa has written: “We call ourselves Hispanic or Spanish-American or Latin American or Latin when linking ourselves to other Spanish-speaking peoples of the Western hemisphere and when copping out,” and then adds, “When not copping out … we call ourselves Mexican, referring to race and ancestry; mestizo when affirming both our Indian and Spanish … [and] Chicano when referring to a politically aware people born and/or raised in the US” (1987: 84–5).

      The Chicano Movement’s legacy of cultural nationalism, with its objections to a Eurocentric (Spanish) identity and US assimilation and its insistence on a long-standing claim to the territory of the Southwest (referred to as Aztlán), might well contribute to resistance on the part of some self-identified Chicanos to any umbrella labels for Latinos, as well as to the erasure of regionally specific Chicano struggles for civil rights and educational access and representation (see Oboler 1995: 65–7, 82–3; San Miguel 1996: 165; Romero 1997: 246; Chabram-Dernersesian 2003: 108, 116; Aparicio 2009: 624). Chicano Studies programs emerged out of the Chicano Movement in the late 1960s and 1970s in universities in California and across the Southwest (see San Miguel 1996: 162; I.M. García 1996: 183–4); some programs – especially in California, where the historical presence of significant numbers of Mexican-Americans was later substantially diversified by the influx of
other Central and South American immigrants – now bear two labels: “Chicano and Latino Studies” (see I.M. García 1996: 189; Chabram-Dernersesian 2003: 107–8). Such nomenclature implies that “Latino” does not cover “Chicano” – or that, at the very least, the emphasis between “Chicano” studies (focusing on a long history of experiences of marginalization and resistance within the US) and “Latino” studies (with a greater focus on more recent Latin American immigrants) is different. Not all Chicanos resist being grouped with Latinos of other origins, however; Raúl Yzaguirre, former President of the National Council of La Raza, has offered a more inclusive view of Latino group identity: “My definition of Latino is anybody who wants to be a Latino … welcome to the family” (Bordas 2007: 151).

      It is worth noting that in Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzáles’s landmark poem “I am Joaquín” (1967) – which Gloria Anzaldúa credited with having been instrumental in “creating” the Chicano/a people (1987: 85) – the words “Latino” and “Hispano” are mentioned in a string of other possible identity labels (“La Raza! / Mejicano! / Español! / Latino! / Chicano! / Or whatever I call myself”), but there are no actual references in the poem to any national-origin history other than the Mexican one, suggesting that Gonzales understood “Latino” as a potential synonym for “Chicano,” not necessarily as a panethnic umbrella term. Nor do any Puerto Ricans, Cubans, Dominicans, or Salvadorans show up in Tomás Rivera’s classic text of Chicano letters … y no se lo tragó la tierra (translated variously as And the Earth Did Not Part, And the Earth did Not Devour Him, and as This Migrant Earth) about migrant farm-workers (1971), or in Rudolfo Anaya’s canon-founding Chicano bildungsroman Bless Me, Ultima (1972), about a young boy and a curandera (traditional healer). In fact, panethnicity can be understood as running counter to the driving energies of both Puerto Rican and Chicano cultural nationalisms of the 1960–1970s, by definition focused on the cultural legacies of their respective nations of origin, which gave rise to the now classic literary texts of the Nuyorican and Chicano movements.

      One noteworthy exception to the historically distinct and non-overlapping development of Puerto Rican and Chicano group identities might be found in the Midwest. While the historical predominance of Mexican-Americans in the Southwest and of Puerto Ricans in New York (especially until the very late twentieth century) meant that a sense of Latino “groupness” in these regions developed, over decades, primarily with reference to a single Latino group, the Midwest – and particularly Chicago – saw significant intra-Latino interaction and intermixture that was already affecting community and institutional formations in the 1970s. Félix Padilla’s groundbreaking study Latino Ethnic Consciousness documented ways in which Chicago in the 1970s witnessed the “emergence and growth of Latino solidarity and mobilization” among Chicanos and Puerto Ricans in response to similar experiences of marginalization, discrimination, and inequity (1985: 14). The Latino Institute in Chicago, founded in 1974 (and closed in 1998), addressed issues of equality, education, and empowerment in Chicago’s diverse Latino community, including significant numbers of both Puerto Ricans and Mexicans; a major issue was bilingual education. The “Chicano-Riqueño Studies Program” at Indiana University was founded in 1973. The Revista Chicano-Riqueña was also founded in 1973 by two Indiana University professors, Luis Dávila and Nicolás Kanellos, and was based in the Midwest until it relocated to Houston in 1979; as Richard T. Rodríguez argues, the Revista “reflects the coexistence of these two groups in a common public sphere” and is indicative of “the cross-fertilization of Mexican-American and Puerto Rican histories and shared lives in Midwest towns and cities like Chicago” (2008: 184). These institutional formations were signs of a developing panethnic Latino identity that would later be mirrored in other parts of the country.

      From a literary point of view, however, what many scholars consider the founding texts that instantiated the field of Latino literary study – early novels, short stories, and memoirs by Tomás Rivera, Rudolfo Anaya, Oscar “Zeta” Acosta, Piri Thomas, Nicholasa Mohr, Julia Alvarez, Sandra Cisneros, Ana Castillo, Cristina García, as well as the poetry of the Nuyorican movement – focused on a single national-origin group within the United States, rather than on the interaction among groups (Caminero-Santangelo 2007) although, as we will see, later work by some of these same authors has moved beyond a specific national-origin group. Judith Ortiz Cofer’s poem “The Latin Deli” (1991), depicting Cuban exiles, Mexican migrants and Puerto Ricans who gather “over a formica counter” in the deli of the title, “all wanting the comfort / of spoken Spanish,” was a relative rarity at the time for its literary vision of US Latinos/as of different ethnicities actually gathering and interacting in a shared space. Further, anthologies of Latino/a literatures emerging in the 1970s and 1980s also focused on a particular group, while only in the 1990s did anthologies encompassing “Latino/a” or “Hispanic” literature begin to pave the way toward some sort of understanding of a panethnic Latino/a canon (Dalleo and Machado Sáez 2007).

      Scholars, too, debate the existence of “latinidad” as a “real” panethnic group identity – and therefore the appropriateness of grouping different literatures (Chicana and Cuban-American, say) under the generalized umbrella label of “Latino” literature. One of the most widely recognized and controversial scholars commenting on the topic of latinidad, Ilan Stavans, acknowledges the diversity of Latinos while suggesting that they have, in fact, come to inhabit a larger group identity:


      
        Latinos, while racially diverse and historically heterogeneous, an ajiaco (Cuban stew) made up of diverse ingredients, by chance or destiny have all been summed up in the same grocery store called America. … In the eyes of strangers, our hopes and nightmares, our energy and desperation, our libido, add up to a magnified whole.

        (Stavans 1996: 30)

      

      
That is to say, Latino encounters within the context of a US dominant culture have tended to lump them together, thus creating a new sense of cohesion. At other points, however, Stavans also seems to imply some sort of “essential,” inherent nature that Latinos share, as in his claim that Latinos are “[u]nified perhaps by the sense that life is an eternal carnival” (34), or perhaps by a racial bond that comes from a “five-hundred-year-old fiesta of miscegenation” (13) – a description that makes racial mixture sound quite festive but does not reflect the various forms of violence that this “fiesta” entailed (certainly not a party for African slaves, indigenous peoples, or Chinese coolies).

      A variety of scholars (Flores 2000; Caminero-Santangelo 2007; Machado Sáez 2009) have therefore found Stavans’s cultural commentary on “latinidad” deeplyproblematic, despite his high profile in “representing” Latino literature and culture for the general public. Juan Flores, for instance, derides notions of latinidad in which “‘lo Latino’ appears as a glorious new ‘race,’ united by a primordial bond forged of the Spanish language and Catholicism” (2000: 157–8). Nonetheless, some scholars share the position that an important and even defining commonality within Latino identity is a heritage of syncretism and racial/cultural mixture (Piedra 1991; Chanady 1994; Pérez-Torres 2006) – often referred to as “mestizaje.” A leading early figure to advance this proposition was none other than the nineteenth-century Cuban writer/poet José Martí, whose classic essay “Nuestra América” (1891; English trans. 2008) proposed precisely a paradigm of Hispanics with “our heads white and our bodies mottled.”

      Even critics adamantly opposed to essentialized or reductive ideas of latinidad may argue for more nuanced understandings of panethnic Latino identity. Flores, for instance, proposes that “it is possible to find a common thread in the intricate ‘Latino’ weave, or at least a framework in which to interpret the … Latino presence in some more encompassing way”; one possible “framework” entails the “larger international context, Latin America” (Flores 2000: 145, 151) and its long history of Spanish colonization and US intervention and aggression (see for example Galeano 1973; J. González 2000). Martí’s notion of “Nuestra América” (“Our America,” i.e. Latin America as opposed to the United States of America) was one of Latin American solidarity against the potentially aggressive incursions of “our formidable neighbor” to the north, who might “lay hands on us”; a strong, united Spanish America was also the “dream” of Venezuelan Simón Bolívar. That is to say, some notion of panethnic, pan-national, and even hemispheric latinidad predates the current period and has its roots in a larger Latin American history, although scholars have pointed out that even then it was contested (Oboler 1995) and could not be divorced from the epistemology of European imperialism (Mignolo 2005).

      The history of Latin America’s relationship with the United States has continuing effects on the present; thus part of this argument for latinidad extends to acknowledgement of both historical and continuing migration patterns that are based on a legacy of US intervention, colonization, and economic control: “Latinos typically move to this country as a direct result of the economic and political relationship of their homelands, and home region, to the United States” (Flores 2000: 199; see also Oboler 1995; J. González 2000; Suárez-Orozco and Páez 2002; De Genova and Ramos-Zayas 2003). From this perspective, “We are here because you were there” (Suárez-Orozco and Páez 2002: 18). Many of the now “classic” texts of the Latina boom of the 1990s, in particular, reflect this understanding by representing US presence in the homeland as a looming shadow haunting the edges of the text, even prior to the moment of migration; examples include Julia Alvarez’s How the García Girls Lost Their Accents (1991), Cristina García’s Dreaming in Cuban (1992), and Esmeralda Santiago’s When I Was Puerto Rican (1993).

      Another aspect of the migration argument is an acknowledgement of the “trans-national” existence that Latino immigrants experience today (Stavans 1995; Portes 1996; Hamilton and Chinchilla 2001; Levitt and Waters 2002; Rumbaut 2002), in contrast to earlier waves of immigrants to the United States from European nations. Whereas, for immigrants in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, “To leave,never to look back and return, was an imperative,” the homelands of Latinos “are just around the corner: Oaxaca, Mexico; Varadero, Cuba; and Santurce, Puerto Rico, are literally next door. We can spend every other month, even every other week, either north or south” (Stavans 1995: 21). This argument de-emphasizes the importance of borders and suggests the possibility of a hemispheric “latinidad.” As sociologists have shown, Latin American immigrants to the US, to varying degrees, engage in transnational practices of a material nature (visits home, the sending of money to family members, etc.) that suggest continuing ties to home countries. Scholarship on Latino/a identities has largely followed suit by abandoning an either/or model of national identity – in which central topics for investigation are processes of assimilation and incorporation into the new “American” national identity, with the implication that older identities are left behind – for more complex models that take into account the complexity of multiple, coexisting “national” identities. “Transnationalism” has, correspondingly, become an intellectual buzzword of sorts; it is hard to imagine a discussion of latinidad in the twenty-first century that would not include some notion of transnationalism. Its implication that Latinos remain deeply connected to their home countries is also, however, deployed by proponents of immigration restriction to distinguish between earlier and more recent waves of immigration and to assert that the more recent influx (consisting mostly of Latinos) is more resistant to assimilation (Brimelow 1995; Huntington 2004).

      Yet it should be noted that even the “transnational” argument, significant though it is, potentially blurs rather substantial differences both among and even within populations. For many Cuban exiles, return to the homeland has not been, psychologically or ideologically, a possibility (while Fidel Castro or his brother Raúl hold power); undocumented Mexican immigrants can hardly cross and recross the border with impunity; neither, during the 1980s, could refugees from political oppression, regimes of terror, and civil war, such as those from El Salvador and Guatemala, return to their homelands without risking death. Further, the ability (if not the desire) to cross back and forth implies the privilege and unequal position afforded by US citizenship – and in most cases (Chicanos living on the US/Mexican border perhaps excepted), that ability also implies a certain economic status, since the kind of mobility Stavans describes costs money.

      All of these issues – mobility, reasons for immigration, access to “home” country, reception in “host” country, class status – are powerfully reflected in the literary texts of the various national-origin groups. Guatemalan-American Héctor Tobar’s novel The Tattooed Soldier (1998) depicts an encounter, on the streets of Los Angeles, between a Guatemalan refugee and the soldier who murdered his family back “home”; Chicana Ana Castillo’s The Guardians (2007) represents the impact of border disappearances on Latino communities in the US; Cuban-American Cristina García’s Dreaming in Cuban (1992) dramatizes family divisions, both geographical and political, created by Castro’s revolution; Piri Thomas’s memoir Down These Mean Streets (1967) details the confused identity of a black Puerto Rican raised in Spanish Harlem. We might say that each of these texts is about “latinidad” in the sense that they are certainly about the “condition” of being Latino in the United States, but at the same time we might question the degree to which any of them reflects or affirms the notion of “latinidad” understood as a panethnic group identity. Each is located squarely in the experience of a particular Latino group. Indeed, Flores’s view is that Puerto Rico is a distinct and separate case because of the “abiding colonial relationship between the United States and Puerto Rico” (2000: 156) – a relationship that has direct bearing on texts by Nuyorican authors such as Pedro Pietri, Miguel Piñero, Tato Laviera, and Gloria Vando. It is certainly possible to make the case that, until very recently, what is called “the US Latino literary canon” did very little to construct or reaffirm a notion of collective latinidad – other than by appearing in multiple anthologies with the word “Latino” or “Hispanic” in the title.

      The preponderance of scholars today agree that, to the extent that “latinidad” exists, it is largely a product of being in the US and of commonalities forged within that context (Padilla 1985; Villarreal and Hernández 1991; Oboler 1995; Jones-Correa and Leal 1996; Dávila 2001a; Hamilton and Chinchilla 2001; De Genova and Ramos-Zayas 2003; Ricourt and Danta 2003); and it is never unproblematic. Suzanne Oboler (1995) argues that nineteenth-century US racial attitudes about Latin America laid the ground for later US homogenizing of Latino/a populations within the United States. Oboler and others point out that the notion of a single group, now referred to as “Hispanic” or “Latino,” gained currency in the United States with categorizations on official government forms and in census-taking in the 1970s and 1980s. Thus the understanding of Latinos as a collective whole became part of how varying Latin American-origin populations were perceived and received in the US. Faced with similar, analogous experiences of racism or discrimination in the new national context, Latinos of different groups that found themselves in close proximity in urban centers might come to see themselves as sharing a common group identity based on those experiences.

      The perception by others can create, within Latinos themselves, a sense of a broader group identity and, potentially, a more cohesive Latino/a literary “canon.” William Luis suggests: “When Hispanics migrate to the United States, native differences are reinforced and others are created. They speak a ‘foreign’ language many do not understand, and because of barriers in communication and widespread attitudes toward foreigners, stereotypes are created” (1997: xiii). Arlene Dávila defines “Latinization” as the “process through which ‘Latinos’ or ‘Hispanics’ are conceived and represented as sharing one common identity” (2001a: 16), with the emphasis on process. This term is closely related to “tropicalizations,” the term that Frances Aparicio and Susana Chávez-Silverman employ to refer to how latinidad is constructed, from both without and (sometimes) within, via an imagery of sexuality, passion, and “spice” that renders Latinos as an objectified and exoticized foreign “Other.” As Aparicio and Chávez-Silverman (1997) note, these stereotypes have been adopted, reinforced, and sometimes subverted by Latinos themselves.

      In an argument that has attracted significant attention, Dávila has postulated that a significant factor in the construction of latinidad in a US context is the creation of a market that is understood as generalizably “Latino” or “Hispanic”: a crucial aspect of the “consolidation of a common Latino/Hispanic identity that encompasses anyone from a Spanish/Latin American background in the United States,” according to Dávila, has to do with marketing to “Hispanics”:


      
        Long before the current popularization of Latin culture, this industry first advanced the idea of a common “Hispanic market” by selling and promoting generalized ideas about “Hispanics” to be readily marketed by corporate America. Thirty years later, the existence and profitability of this culture-specific market feeds one of the fastest growing sectors of the marketing industry in the United States.

        (Dávila 2001a: 1–2)

      

      
In a similar vein, Silvio Torres-Saillant (2002) argues that Spanish-language media, such as television networks Telemundo and Univisión, have vigorously promoted a sense of a coherent and unified “Latino” identity because it is profitable to do so.

      The construction of a sense of latinidad via marketing, advertising, and media might seem to be far afield from its construction through a literary corpus, but the work of Raphael Dalleo and Elena Machado Sáez in their book The Latino/a Canon and the Emergence of Post-Sixties Literature (2007) shows that, in fact, the two are rather intimately related. Refuting suggestions that much contemporary Latino/a literature has lost the radical and even revolutionary political edge that gave Chicano/a and Puerto Rican literary production of the 1960s its energy, weight, and significance, Dalleo and Machado Sáez argue that contemporary Latino/a literature engages in politics through the market, and with a profound (one might say a postmodern) understanding of how the market and market commodities shape politics and lived existence. They identify “the formulation of a market-based Latino/a public sphere” and a rather sophisticated engagement among current Latino/a Caribbean writers with notions of “consumer citizenship” (2007: 14). Because, as we have seen, the “marketing” of and to Latinos inevitably invokes panethnic categories that tend to homogenize distinctions among the various Latino groups, one of the ways in which Latino authors engage with the market in their writing (including the marketing of a Latino/a literary “canon” by anthologies and college courses) is precisely by exploring the construct of a singular “Latino” ethnicity – for example, by mingling depictions of the urban (Latino) ghetto with “magical realism,” a highly commodified Latino/a and Latin American literary form, or by “reassess[ing] the relationship of the Cuban-American community to the Sixties” that presumably marked the heyday of radical political Latino/a literature (Dalleo and Machado Sáez 2007: 13, 15).

      While arguments about Latino identity as a marketing category suggest an identity label that has been imposed, to some degree, from “above,” and then inhabited from “below,” it is also the case that, beginning in the last decades of the twentieth century, influxes of newer Latino immigrants – from Central and South American nations with much less of a historical presence in the United States – has resulted in significant “demographic diversification” in cities such as Los Angeles, Miami, and New York that were once closely identified with particular national-origin groups – Chicanos, Cubans, and Puerto Ricans/Dominicans, respectively (Aparicio 2009: 624). Nora Hamilton and Norma Stoltz Chinchilla (2001) write about the transformation of Los Angeles, for example, into a “global city” through the arrival of significant numbers of Guatemalans and Salvadorans in the 1970s and 1980s; Cecilia Menjívar (2000), likewise, has examined Salvadoran immigrant networks and organizations in San Francisco. Patricia Price discusses the transformation of Miami from a “Cuban” city to a host-city for Latinos of diverse national origins; festivals such as Calle Ocho promote an “uncomplicated latinidad,” although, as Price notes, the reality of intra-Latino interactions is far more fraught (2007: 82–3). Milagros Ricourt and Ruby Danta examine the emergence of an experiential sense of Latino panethnicity in Queens, New York, where increasing numbers of newer Latino immigrants have meant that no one national-origin group constitutes a dominant majority (2003: 3–4, 10).

      Aparicio has usefully suggested, in this regard, that “the term ‘Latinidades’ can be deployed to document the processes by which diverse Latino/as interact with each other, subordinate, and transculturate each other” (2009: 625). Understanding “Latinidades” as a lens through which to examine interactions among different Latino groups – including discrimination, tension, power struggles, mutual cultural influence, and solidarity practices – is a valuable corrective for the homogenizing thrust of the label in its singular form. In the context of politics, Cristina Beltrán has suggested that “Latino is a verb” – a “form of enactment” that is “capable of proliferating in unexpected places … [and] can start up new lines from where it was once broken or shattered” (2010: 157, 167), rather than a noun, a set thing, a preexisting and fixed sense of identity. By the same token, the close proximity of different Latino groups in cosmopolitan urban centers and their daily or weekly interaction – what Ricourt and Danta term their “convivencia diaria,” the “textures of daily life and neighborhood realities” – in schools, churches, stores, workplaces, child-care settings, social service agencies, cultural organizations, and the like, surely has the potential to produce something like an experienced sense of panethnic “Latino” identity (2003: 3, 9–10, 56), even if that sense can take different forms or be manifested in different ways. Such developments logically would be reflected in literary production; indeed, perhaps they already have been.

      In On Latinidad: US Latino Literature and the Construction of Ethnicity (Caminero-Santangelo 2007), I argued that Latino/a writers of the late twentieth and twenty-first centuries are paying increasing attention to the tentative possibilities of a panethnic latinidad, whether intrinsic and essential or constructed and instrumental. In the commercially popular but critically ignored “chick-lit” novel The Dirty Girls Social Club (2003), by Alisa Valdés-Rodríguez, Latina friends from various national-origin groups come to recognize that their collective bond might well be based on a common Latina identity that binds them together; in Achy Obejas’s novel Memory Mambo (1996), by contrast, a panethnic Latina relationship is ripped apart by the insurmountable differences between Cuban and Puerto Rican political histories and their legacies; and in works such as Ana Menéndez’s short story In Cuba I Was a German Shepherd (2001) or Demetria Martínez’s novel Mother Tongue (1994), the tentative and difficult relationships, of circumstance or solidarity, that might be forged between Latinos of different origin are sensitively and carefully explored by the authors (Caminero-Santangelo 2007). In more recent work, I note that Guatemalan-American authors Francisco Goldman and Héctor Tobar have also explored the question of panethnic Latino identity in their novels The Ordinary Seaman (1997) and The Tattooed Soldier (1998), both of which suggest the friction between lingering allegiances to “home country” and a constructed panethnic group identity in the United States (Caminero-Santangelo 2009).

      Writers who are at the center of a Latino/a canon formation are themselves expanding their imaginative reach to grapple with the experiences of other Latino/a groups, mirroring the emergence of experiential latinidad and the cross-pollination of Latino groups in cities across the nation, as well as the institutionalization in the academy and in publishing of notions of a “Latino literature” – and perhaps, also, suggesting the forging of a sense of solidarity. Later novels by Dominican-American Julia Alvarez (Return to Sender, 2009) and Cuban-American Cristina García (A Handbook to Luck, 2007) have undocumented Mexican and Salvadoran immigrants (respectively) as central characters, and García, who previously edited the anthology ¡Cubanísimo! (2002a), has more recently edited an anthology of Mexican and Chicano/a literature, Bordering Fires (2006). Further, various Latino and Latina writers groups and organizations have begun to appear that cross ethnic lines: Dominican-American novelist Angie Cruz was involved from 1997 to 2000 in a collective, WILL (Women in Literature and Letters), that she co-founded with a Chicana, Adelina Anthony, and a US-Colombian, Marta Lucia; WILL was dedicating to making connections between literature and social change. The Kansas City area now boasts a Latino Writers Collective that sponsors a reading series, runs workshops, and has published two anthologies of members’ writing, Primera Página: Poetry from the Latino Heartland (2008) and Cuentos del Centro: Stories from the Latino Heartland (2009). All of these developments suggest that, in fact, the formation of a truly panethnic Latino/a literature – a literary latinidad – might just be in its beginning stages.
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MESTIZAJE

    
      Rafael Pérez-Torres
    

    
      Mestizaje is a term that means racial mixture. It originates in racist colonial hierarchies that sought to demarcate clear racial boundaries and differences. In the modern period, Latino/a cultural and literary discussions have used the word to connote more varied and richer meanings. It suggests the productive mixing that characterizes the formation of US Latino/a culture. Mestizaje is an affirmative recognition of the mixed racial, social, linguistic, national, cultural, and ethnic legacies inherent to Latino/a cultures and identities. It highlights the idea that cultural mixture represents a dynamic, driving component of Latino/a literature. At the same time, the colonial history implicit in the idea of mestizaje evokes the very real constraints imposed upon mestizo bodies, not the least of which are the racial hierarchies generated during colonialism and passed down a legacy of discrimination and violence.

      While originally a term signaling race mixing in a colonial Mexican context, mestizaje has come in Latino/a literary studies to underscore the mixture of identities in the Americas. Since the term arises from a history of invasion and, often, sexual violation, the word also highlights the dissonance between identities that allow unequal access to power, social standing, and privilege. More centrally for literary studies, the term signals the mixture of cultures and lived experiences that embody tensions, ruptures, and inequalities.

      Among the most complex but also productive concepts regarding Latino/a culture, mestizaje has emerged as a powerful tool for both naming new subjects and recalling destructive colonial encounters. The term, especially in Chicano/a studies, has become a dominant metaphor for understanding the racial, cultural, social, and linguistic mixing that characterizes life in the borderlands. Generally, the term evokes the fruitfully productive crossing that characterizes Chicano/a life and culture. The term suggests that subjectivities emerge out of identities in relation to each other.

      Other areas of Latino studies may approach the idea of mestizaje in a more tentative manner. Indeed, some areas in Caribbean studies would likely favor notions such as métissage or creolization to convey mixed-racial identities. The histories of the Caribbean provide a distinct vocabulary to talk about racial mixture, one that is inextricably linked to African slavery in the Americas as well as the varied English, Spanish, and French colonizations of Caribbean lands. These distinct histories generate different terms for very similar notions of racial mixture and the development of new identities. The theoretical issues raised by the terms mestizaje, métissage and creolization in a Latino/a context posit fluidity and relationship as dominant frameworks for understanding the intersection of identity, culture, and society.

      As with métissage or creolization, mestizaje marks a cultural mixing that emerges from the infusion of races and cultures characterizing the social dynamics in the Americas following European contact and invasion. The Spanish conquest of the Aztec empire, for example, marked the beginning of a racially mixed and profoundly unequal society. The social relations developed during colonialism continue through in modified or unaltered forms to the present day. At the same time, because mestizaje emerges from a history of contradiction and ambiguity, it allows for an understanding of culture and identity that incorporates difference and paradox as component characteristics of subjectivity and expression. Mestizaje implies a racial mixture that moves beyond racially marked distinctions to a broader understanding of linguistic, national, and ethnic mixing. It helps name the simultaneous incorporation of a wide variety of social and cultural influences and identities.

      Mestizaje within a Chicano cultural context derives in part from José Vasconcelos’s notion of la raza cósmica or the cosmic race, an idea he wrote about in 1925 in the wake of the Mexican Revolution. His essay on the cosmic race represents a new and positive attitude toward mixed-race heritages, of Mexico specifically and Latin America more generally. Vasconcelos (1997 [1925]) argues that under modern conditions, the various races of humans tend to increasingly intermix and will give rise to a new human type. His thought is situated in certain Darwinian-based notions of race, though Vasconcelos sought to move beyond discussions of eugenics and racial superiority. To the contrary, he argued that the erosion of ethnic and racial barriers stands not just at the core of Latin American societies – in the former colonies of Europe to the south of the United States – but as the future of humankind’s development.

      Significantly, Vasconcelos’s concern with the emergence of this new race centers on the effect the new race will have on the culture of the world. He believes that the cosmic race will bring about an aesthetic era in which creativity, love, and beauty become dominant social values. Chicano writers and critics incorporated Vasconcelos’s affirmation of the mestizo as the embodiment of a new racial identity that would move civilization forward toward a more just and less exploitative future. He views racial melding as a sign of human enlightenment, the event that would allow for greater understanding and harmonious communication by all humankind. Coterminous with the modern melding of races is the rise of modern forms of communication, which Vasconcelos argues will suppress geographical boundaries, permit greater educational opportunities, and raise the economic standards of all. It is worth noting that anthologies of early Chicano writing often reprinted selections from Vasconcelos’s work, especially those most explicitly focused on his mixed-race theories.

      Vasconcelos’s idea of la raza de bronce or the bronze race was also incorporated into Chicano discourse, most tellingly in El Plan Espiritual de Aztlán – presented at the National Chicano Youth Liberation Conference in Denver, Colorado, in March 1969. It states “the independence of our mestizo nation” and affirms: “We are a bronze people with a bronze culture.” The call for a Chicano nationalist independence in the document reflects the rhetoric associated with the anti-colonial struggles of the period. While this fervor for Chicano nationalism can still be found among certain select groups, the affirmation of mestizaje as a part of Chicano cultural and political action has been widely influential across a broad social spectrum.

      Equally influential has been Gloria Anzaldúa’s incorporation and modification of mestizaje to assert a “new mestiza” consciousness, presented in her book Borderlands/La Frontera. “The new mestiza,” Anzaldúa observes, “copes by developing a tolerance for ambiguity” (1987: 79). Her description of the new mestiza emphasizes the need for action at a personal, rather than national, level. While still affirming the idea of collective identities, she also underscores the important intermixing of personal and group identities for the new mestiza: “She has a plural personality, she operates in a pluralistic mode.” Mestizaje becomes a means by which to incorporate rather than expel influences, identities and relationships.

      At a cultural level, mestizaje can be seen to represent not just a strategy of incorporation – opening expression to a wide variety of forms, heritages, and influences – but also as an affirmation of difference within identity. Mestizaje can be a way of understanding multiple differences within the sameness of identity. Mestizaje recognizes the variety of cultures and races that go into the making of new identities. Anzaldúa articulates the position in a manner that emphasizes the productivity implicit in the position of the new mestiza: “Not only does she sustain contradictions, she turns the ambivalence into something else” (1987: 79). The focus on ambivalence and contradiction encapsulates the contradictions inherent to the idea of mestizaje, which evokes racial categories and undoes them simultaneously. It is the turning “into something else” that is the creative and productive component of Anzaldúa’s articulation of mestizaje. The racial mixture inherent to the experiences of the new mestiza leads to a necessary transformation of the social conditions and contradictions that repress human connection and growth.

      At stake in discussing the connection between mixed racial identities and transformative social conditions is the need to balance a sense of boundless possibility with an awareness of constraint and historical connection. Mestizaje, as both metaphor and condition in Latino/a culture and criticism, plays a complex role that at once signals change and simultaneously marks how institutions, ideologies, and numerous networks of power inhibit change.

      The mestizo/a body serves as the site of tenuous, complex, and conflicted change. Mestizaje roots cultural production and change in the physical memory of injustice and inhuman exploitation, of desire and transforming love. This dimension of mestizaje reflects the idea of racial memory mixed with the sexual and nation-building histories associated with colonization and conquest in the Americas. It suggests a lived and embodied memory of a group identity, connecting present forms of personal and cultural identities with the asymmetrical power relations of the past.

      Despite these connections to the body and desire, mestizaje in Latino/a critical discourses is understood as a tactical term. In evoking a racially mixed past, the word helps name a potential new articulation of self that incorporates both self and other. Mestizaje posits a relational way of being that works against notions of duality or binaries. One way to view this is to consider mestizaje as a relational interweaving of contending discourses and cultural projections, often with a view toward the ways that race and racial difference have inflected the history of Latinos/as in the United States and in Latin America. Mestizaje helps to name a new identity that speaks against erasure or silence due to the dominance of Eurocentric discourses. The emphasis is on multivocality and multiplicity, a daring decentering of discourse, ideas, and identities.

      On a literary formal level, the idea of racial mixture as a source of multiplicity and multivocality sometimes manifests itself in mixed linguistic literary expression. Texts interested in the evocation of race mixture as a basis for identity and culture tend to incorporate a variety of languages and genres in a self-conscious artistic manifestation of mixture and multiplicity. Ranging across a broad swath of literature – from the poetry of Jimmy Santiago Baca to the fiction of Junot Díaz, from the essays and novels of Héctor Tobar to the plays and fiction of Denise Chávez, from the novels and poetry of Julia Alvarez to the fiction of Cristina García – Latino/a writers employ, to a greater or lesser degree, a kind of linguistic mestizaje by quoting or playing with Spanish language expressions or by evoking dissonant literary forms.

      Linguistic and generic play has been recognized, for example, at the heart of Junot Díaz’s novel The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao (2007). The novel has generated a critical discussion as much for its opening discussion of Antillian doom known as fukú (which may be a term that came first from Africa carried by the screams of the enslaved or from the Tainos as they endured slaughter at the hands of the Europeans) as for the insertion of footnotes throughout the narrative of the novel. The footnotes serve to situate the action and characters of the novel against a backdrop of the Trujillo dictatorship in Dominican history. These linguistic and generic mixings on a formal level serve to express and embody the effects of mixture on racial, cultural, and social levels. Mixture on a formal level signals the contradictory forces that have gone into the creation of Latino/a culture.

      As Díaz’s novel demonstrates, the use of a formal literary mixture in a Latino/a context often names and incorporates contradictions because it evokes a history of violence and violation. Racial mixture in the Americas occurred because of the bloody decimation of Native American nations and tribes as well as the trade in brutally enslaved Africans. Mestizaje is thus inflected with the violence associated with imperial expansion and colonial control. There is a persistent evocation of the cultural and historical ties to a past that is never entirely left behind. In part, this connection to the past recalls a history of essentialized and categorical discussions of race and racial identifications, both in Latin America and in the United States.

      Because the idea of racial mixture is inherently premised on biological reproduction and heterosexual coupling, the term implies a focus on sexuality and gender as well as race. Gender differentiation has played an important role in current articulations of mestizaje. Chicana and Latina critical discourses have embraced mestizaje as a means to destabilize the unity and coherence integral to racial, social, sexual, and cultural hierarchies. In this same manner, terms such as Latino/a or Chicano/a destabilize the coherence of gendered hierarchies that are sometimes rendered invisible by universalizing terms such as Latino or Chicano. Mestizaje as a critical cultural term implies an embrace of mixed racial and gendered bodies, highlighting uneven and unequal relations of power.

      The embrace of a racialized and gendered body – which the terms Latina and Chicana represent – exposes the processes by which ideological hierarchies naturalize unequal relations of power. Meaning is undone in order to forge new understandings based on a transforming doubleness: for example, engaging both gender and ethnicity in understanding Chicana identity; or considering sexuality and race in articulating mestiza identity; or embracing indigenous ancestry, African influences, and European heritages in conceptualizing Chicano/a conditions.

      Many Chicana feminists employ the term mestiza as a means of asserting the hybridity inherent in a gendered Latina identity. This hybridity evokes racial mixture, but it moves beyond this original meaning to suggest differences of all types as points where heterogeneous group identities can be generated. Mestizaje, as a multiracial mixture within a US context of binary racial constructs, serves to resist repressive racial categorization and assert a kind of bridge-building across differences. It becomes a strategic term that elides mixed racial, cultural, and national identities, encouraging a productive and innovative generation of new mestiza identities.

      One might think of the writings of Sandra Cisneros for literary examples of this new mestiza identity. Esperanza, the adolescent narrator of Sandra Cisneros’s 1984 book The House on Mango Street, is walking through her Chicago neighborhood with her friends when she turns suddenly: “Look at that house … it looks like Mexico.” Before her friends have the chance to laugh at her, Esperanza’s sister Nenny speaks up: “Yes, that’s Mexico all right. That’s what I was thinking exactly” (1984: 18). Each sister translates her urban space into a familiar referent, locating themselves within a transnational geography that serves to counter the hostile and threatening environment that immediately surrounds them. The fact that both sisters interpret their geographies through similar conceptual grids places them within a shared spatial, cultural, and familial relation. The connection between self, family, and national/ethnic origin is concretized through their shared interpretive tactics, tactics that place the two sisters simultaneously in the United States as well as in Mexico. Esperanza and her sister assert a relational identity with each other, an identity that likewise asserts a relational national identity between the US and Mexico.

      It is important, whether employing the notion of mestizaje to describe individual identity or cultural innovation, to recall those elements of identity that are torn apart and conflictive in the formation of modern Latino/a societies. Rather than thinking of mestizaje as a harmonious blending of peoples and ideas, Latino/a literary criticism articulates a sense of mestizaje that is critical and that seeks to make present the numerous struggles that remain a part of Latino/a societies along lines of class, race, language, sexuality, gender, and nationality. In short, the terms mestizo and mestiza do not attempt to name smoothly blended, easily hybrid cultural or personal identities. Rather, they name identities sutured together out of a desire for coping, surviving, and (hopefully) triumphing over the unequal colonial legacies embodied by the idea of mestizaje.

      The uses of mestizaje as a category of analysis depend on context. What mestizaje may represent in a discussion of US Latino/a culture is distinct from how it is employed in a Latin American context. In a variety of societies in Latin America, mestizaje represents not an emphasis on creative synthesis and engagement with contradictions inherent to society, but rather a progressive movement from indigenous “primitivism” to modern “civilization.” The mestizo body represents less a melding of a variety of cultures, societies, and races and more a de-indigenization, an affirmation of a bodily present that ostensibly moves toward progress and modernization. In this manner, the mestizo indexes a physical connection to repressive colonial histories that devalue anything having to do with indigenous populations in the Americas. This point seems especially true for Andean nations that are grappling still with the significance of indigeneity and mestizaje in terms of national and social self-identification.

      Some Andean nations view the mestizo or mestiza as an individual actively seeking to deny and erase his or her ancestral heritage, or – obversely – as individuals seeking to shed themselves of a disempowered and underdeveloped “primitive” past. The societies of Mexico and Brazil, by contrast, have embraced racial mixing as part of their official discourse about national identity. The successful (even ostensibly color-blind) mixing of their populations is used to assert the level of democratization, civilization, and modernization these countries seek to affirm as central to their unique national characters. The significance of mestizaje in Latin America is, not surprisingly, complex and influenced by distinct historical, cultural, political, and social circumstances. In all these cases, mestizaje represents a means of movement, transformation, and (depending on the situation) an erasure of the past or embrace of the future.

      In the conceptualization of the mestizo as an agent moving through history into some new future, a progressive teleology gets produced that posits the indigenous populations as a point of origin in a history that continues to develop but that has left Native peoples of the Americas behind. As such, indigenous peoples have no present agency in history. Rather than serve as actors in a continuing present that stretches to the past and moves toward an imagined but as yet unrealized future, Native populations exist only as actors in a tragic but distant past that serves as a moment of origin for the present-day mestizo.

      Another effect of a Latin American conceptualization of mestizaje involved in the dehistoricizing of indigenous populations is an ideology of indigenismo or indigenism. Indigenism is premised on the notion that native peoples, because of their tragic past, need some special recognition for the unique values attached to their identities. Indigenous populations come to symbolize the exotic or romantic elements of new nation-states in Latin America. The native becomes a symbol associated with a glorified concept of pre-Columbian ancestry, an ancestry that serves to make these nation-states unique in the contemporary collective of nations. The romanticizing of pre-Columbian indigenism aligns indigenous populations with the founding of the modern nation-state, but only on a symbolic level. This leaves the concerns of contemporary native populations excluded from modern national agendas. All this is to say that the role of mestizaje in Latin America is no less vexed or complicated than it is in a US Latino/a context.

      Where indigenism in certain Latin American countries helps perpetuate a particular ideology of national identification, its manifestation in a US Latino context is markedly different. While it is true that Latino/a (especially Chicano/a) literary critics have deployed mestizaje as a critical term, a type of biological essentialism that assumes a bodily based racial categorization undergirds the term itself. Yet the deployment of the term is strategic. Its use does not seek to cast indigenous populations into a distant and tragic past (indeed, to the contrary, there is a strong history of mutual support among Chicano/a and Native American activists). Moreover, the use of mestizaje as a critical term does not seek to support the ideology of a nation-state in its articulation of its identity and modern-day agenda.

      Manifestations of Chicano/a culture have undoubtedly romanticized pre-Columbian native populations and cultures – especially evident in the fond recollection of pre-Columbian Aztec and (to a lesser degree) Mayan iconography, literature, religion, and philosophy – this has been undertaken largely as a strategy to critique the position of the Latino/a in the US. The use of indigenism, especially among activist Chicano/a students, has enabled the naming of identities developed in response to despair due to positions of disempowerment and alienation. This represents the generation of a tactical identity that speaks against discrimination and exclusion. The poem by Alurista “libertad sin lágrimas” from his 1971 collection Florícanto en Aztlán provides a good example. The poem concludes with an affirmation of “our will / to be men / caballeros / clanes tigres / proud guerrero plumaje / free like the eagle / y la serpiente.” The poem, characteristic of much of Alurista’s work during this period, makes a claim for the idealized dual identity of Chicano mestizaje. The “caballeros” being willed through the poem refer as much to the Spanish horseman of the conquest as they do the idea of gentlemanliness. Part of the Chicano mestizaje that Alurista’s poem invokes suggests connection to the formality and courtly manners of Old World conduct. In addition to this European aristocracy, the “clanes tigres” invokes one of the aristocratic Mexica warrior clans, the jaguar warriors, wearing their “proud warrior plumage.” The poem thus alludes to two worlds of order – the courtly society of Spain, the warrior society of the Mexica – as immediately available loci of cultural pride and, significantly, male identity.

      Clearly, the evocation of mestizaje in US Latino/a critical discourse engages all the complexities associated with the term in both the US and Latin America. This is in part why the term is significant in its evocation of the violent and vexed legacy of colonialism in the Americas. The term is a connection and an expression of – as well as a means to challenge and transform in the present – the history of violation and exploitation indexed by the racial hierarchies that are part and parcel of this colonial legacy. The assertion of mestizaje brings into the present the results of a colonial stratification of and obsession with racial categorization. It is from this obsession that present-day mestizos and mestizas arise. Mestizaje represents both historical continuity between the present moment and the past, as well as a recognition and embrace of the ruptures and disruptions that are inherent in the tumultuous history of the Americas since the incursion by European nations beginning in the fifteenth century.

      Simultaneously, mestizaje recollects the appropriation by Latino/a activists of those Latin American nationalist discourses that celebrate the indigenous ancestry of its populations. This appropriation was (and is) undertaken to assert an identity resistant to the exploitation, discrimination and exclusion that is part of the US history of colonialism, especially in the Caribbean and its diasporas and the Southwest and its borderlands. An affirmation of mestizaje asserts a sense of agency within the context of society in the United States where Latinos/as have been positioned as ever alien and foreign, a dangerous contagion ever threatening to violate the borders and laws of the United States. As such, mestizaje reverberates with issues of transnationalism, since the mestiza and mestizo is viewed as always being foreign no matter what national citizenship he or she may claim. The characters in Arturo Islas’s novel The Rain God (1984), for example, experience their identities as simultaneously American and Mexican, sometimes in a contradictory manner affirming the social ascension they feel they have achieved in the Angel family’s migration to the United States while asserting a strong affiliation with Mexico and the complexities of Mexican culture. The family’s life on the US-Mexico border leads many of its members to internalize the social, political, and racial contradictions of the border region that marks them as perpetual foreigners to American eyes.

      Influenced by the writing of Gloria Anzaldúa, the idea of mestizaje has been expanded to include the dynamic transformation of not just individual identities, but cultural identities as well. Mestizaje has been seen to be a part of the actual US South Texas border region, but its theoretical implications have been seen broadly, allowing for the representation of a borderlands experience that is about transition, transformation, and growth, a fecund growth often arising from pain, poverty, and violence. Brought to the fore have been issues of race, queer sexuality, national dislocation, class, language, and culture. Also important are the naming of local experience, the cultural and social specificity that cultures and societies in contact engender. Thus the idea of mestizaje has been expanded to understand a broad variety of dynamic experiences that involve cultures in unequal and often contentious moments of contact and mutual transformation.

      The specific moments of cultural contact, and the unique histories that have created areas of contact, suggest that mestizaje is not a term universally applicable to all areas of Latino/a literary studies. Hence, while there are points of comparison between mestizaje and métissage and creolization, these terms do not name the same experiences nor do they evoke the same critical approach toward culture and literature. The histories from which these terms emerge are singular and unique. Mestizaje has become a powerful means of naming the dynamic interconnections between cultures, a relational sense of self-identity, the legacies of colonial encounters, racial inequality, national dislocation, linguistic mixture and innovation, asymmetries surrounding gender and sexuality, and a host of other issues relevant to the study of Latino/a literary texts. It is a powerful yet not a sole term that can name the complex interrelationships between Latino/a bodies, histories, and cultures.
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AFRO-LATINO/A LITERATURE AND IDENTITY

    
      William Luis
    

    
      Afro-Latino identity refers to the writers and traditions their ancestors have passed down to them and other Latinos, and these customs have become an integral part of a broader understanding of a national culture or Caribbean community, enjoyed by people of all races. This broader concept of Afro-Latino literature and identity represents a counter-discourse to a homogenizing understanding of culture, insofar as it expresses stories or narratives about those who have been historically marginalized. While history is tied to the past and slow to evolve, literature is another and perhaps more representative version of history, as proposed by the authors and the works they write. In fact, literature is a way of writing or rewriting history. Afro-Latino identity in particular sets the groundwork for questioning the hegemonic positionality to which Afro-Latinos and non-Afro-Latinos can subscribe.

      The presence of an Afro-Hispanic literature and identity in Spanish America includes writers from diverse countries such as Cuba, Puerto Rico, Colombia, Mexico, Costa Rica, and Panama, among others, and argues for the existence of the same dynamic elements among Afro-Latinos in the United States. I refer to Afro-Latinos as people of Afro-Hispanic ancestry, whose parents were born and raised in a Spanish-speaking country of the Americas and later migrated to the United States, where their progenies were born or reared and educated. Afro-Hispanics are tied more to their culture of origin and tend to write in Spanish; Afro-Latinos have been nurtured in US culture and express themselves through the language and culture of their adopted country, although some also write in Spanish and speak to issues pertinent to their parents’ country of origin. And with the passage of time, as they immerse themselves in mainland politics and society, Afro-Hispanics can become Afro-Latinos.

      Afro-Caribbean people make up an overwhelming portion of Afro-Latino writing and for this reason this study will focus on their literary production. The migration and exile of large numbers of Caribbean people, mainly from Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Dominican Republic, from the nineteenth century to the contemporary period, also created a sizable diasporic population of people of African descent. Cuba and Puerto Rico belonged to Spain’s last colonies, and they continued to be slave territories with sizable populations of Africans and their descendants. Many of the early travelers were political exiles, who left their country of provenance for the host country to continue the fight against the Spanish colonial system. Others, some tobacco workers, migrated as cigar companies set up shops in cities such as Tampa, New York, and Key West. With the passage of time, these and other groups intermingled with all sectors of the dominant population, including African-Americans, and people of Afro-Hispanic descent negotiated an Afro-Latino identity.

      How Afro-Hispanics living in the United States negotiate an Afro-Latino identity becomes meaningful when exploring the intercultural and racial conditions between the country of origin and the adopted homeland. Back home, citizens of African descent were encouraged to abandon their black identity in favor of a more inclusive notion of the nation and the national. Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities (1983) is applicable, for the national is defined by an intellectual elite community who equates its values with those belonging to the emerging nation, therefore obligating marginal communities to forsake their sense of distinctiveness. The caste system operative during the colonial period became a fundamental component of the national discourse and supported white superiority and black inferiority. Racial whitening was the only road to social, economic, and political mobility. There were black organizations in the early chapters of Cuba’s history, such as the cabildos or mutual aid societies that were transformed into Sociedades de Color, but all sought the same opportunities and lifestyles known to their white counterparts. Other associations, such as religious groups, preserved their traditions, but these were considered to be “backward” and marginal to the dominant discourse.

      The racial differences on the island were reinforced and even augmented on the mainland. In nineteenth-century New York there were sharp contrasts among the Masonic lodges: the Caballeros de la Luz was organized by factory owners, and the Sol de Cuba was integrated by Cubans of African descent. There were other Afro-Hispanic groups, such as the Logia El Progreso (previously Logia Carlos Manuel de Céspedes) and Las Dos Antillas. Later, the Sol de Cuba was transformed into the Prentice Hall Lodge No. 38, with members from many of the cities’ black communities. Afro-Puerto Ricans Arturo Alfonso Schomburg, Francisco Gonzalo (Pachín) Marín, and Sotero Figueroa held leadership positions in some of these organizations.

      Cuba even had an Afro-Cuban political party, the Partido de los Independientes de Color (1908), under the leadership of Evaristo Estenoz and Pedro Ivonet. The goal was to secure the rights promised to Afro-Cubans for their participation in the War of Independence (1868–78, 1895–8). However, after the founding of the Republic of Cuba in 1902, their requests for equality continued to be ignored. Members of the party were accused of inciting a rebellion in 1912 and the national army killed an estimated 6,000 party members, an act that discouraged any other black identity movement for generations to come. The US government, through the Platt Amendment of Cuba’s constitution, relied on a military presence to protect US interests and monitored political activities on the island, including those associated with the Partido de los Independientes de Color.

      The US control of the colony of Puerto Rico resulted in the displacement of Puerto Ricans to the mainland. This was especially the case after World War II, with Operation Bootstrap, a program that provided economic incentives for companies to set up factories and industrialize the island. Instead, they created a demographic nightmare, as many Puerto Ricans, including significant numbers of Afro-Puerto Ricans, were forced to abandon the island and seek employment in the adopted country.

      René Marqués’s Cuentos puertorriqueños de hoy (1959) gathers the voices of writers of his generation who best represent the period that affected and displaced a disproportionate number of Afro-Puerto Ricans. José Luis González’s “En el fondo del caño hay un negrito,” Emilio Díaz Valcárcel’s “Sol negro,” and Edwin Figueroa’s “Aguinaldo negro” dared to uncover the racial conditions of an island culture that considered all Puerto Ricans to be equal. The issue of racism was brought to the fore by Isabelo Zenón Cruz’s controversial Narciso descubre su trasero (1974), a blatant denunciation of the racist nuances of Puerto Rican culture, and a few years later by José Luis González’s El país de los cuatro pisos (1980), outlining the contributions made by Afro-Puerto Ricans.

      The Dominican Republic has a unique history. It declared its independence not from Spain but from Haiti in 1844, but was reincorporated as a Spain colony from 1861 to 1865. Race became an oppositional space to foster a sense of national identity dictator Rafael Leónidas Trujillo exploited during his rule, from 1930 to 1961. Many Dominicans are descendants of slaves brought to Hispaniola during the Spanish colonial period and Haitians during the 22-year occupation. Yet Dominicans embrace an Indian identity, not the black identity that they attribute to their Haitian neighbors. To solidify his power and preserve a sense of Dominicanness, Trujillo orchestrated the massacre of Haitians living along the River Masacre, also home to many dark-skinned Dominicans. Freddy Prestol Castillo’s El masacre se pasa a pie (1974) and Edwin Danticat’s The Farming of Bones (1998) refer to this tragic period in their countries’ histories, resulting in the deaths of some 20,000 Haitians. Therefore, Dominican identity is based on being Indian and not black or Haitian, although the two nations share a similar African ancestry.

      Contact between the Dominican Republic and the United States can be traced to the US occupation of the country, between 1916 and 1924, and the exchanges Dominicans like the Henríquez Ureña family – Francisco and his children Max, Pedro, Francisco, and Camila – had with the United States. Julia Alvarez’s novel, In the Name of Salomé (2000), narrates parts of this important period of the Dominican Republic, beginning with the life of Salomé Ureña, the country’s national poet, and her marriage to Francisco Henríquez y Carvajal, who later became the president of the republic (1916). In Literatura dominicana en los Estados Unidos (2001), Daisy Cocco de Felippis and Franklin Gutiérrez refer to the Henríquez Ureña family but also to other early travelers such as Fabio Fiallo, Manuel Florentino Cestero, Jesusa Alfau Galván de Solalinde, and Gustavo E. Bergés Bordas, among others, thus showing the constant contact between the two nations. Trujillo controlled the country as his own plantation, but some Dominicans were able to leave their homeland during his reign. The migration increased after his execution, and even in greater numbers after the US occupation in 1965, many traveling to Caribbean cities such as New York.

      Hispanics and Afro-Hispanics in the United States tend to associate more closely with their national or linguistic groups. As foreigners they experience linguistic prejudices by monolingual English speakers who demand total conformity, since newcomers do not fit into their “imagined community.” And Afro-Hispanics and Latinos are exposed to racial categorization, the same ones African-Americans have had to endure. With the racial tension that erupted in the 1950s and 1960s, the height of the Civil Rights and Black Power Movements, dark-skinned immigrants had more difficulties navigating mainstream society than their lighter-skinned counterparts. And as in the previous century, they were welcomed by and found refuge in the African-American community. With their numbers and racial complexions and complexities, they are redefining what it is to be black in the United States.

      The Afro-Latinos’ identity and literature reference the racial politics present in the adopted country, but without obviating their presence in the place of origin. Arturo Alfonso Schomburg stands out as the first and most important Afro-Latino figure to bridge the gap between Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the United States. As a member of Las Dos Antillas Political Club, he opposed Spain’s control over Cuba and Puerto Rico. He went on to promote the accomplishments of people of African descent and collected their works. He authored Plácido a Cuban Martyr (1909), about the Afro-Cuban poets execution for allegedly masterminding the Ladder Conspiracy rebellion (1844), co-founded with John Edward Bruce The Negro Society for Historical Research (1911), and with Daniel Alexander Payne Murray co-edited the Encyclopedia of the Colored Race (1912). Though Schomburg and others promoted the racial equality expounded by José Martí, he also understood the racial divisions at home and abroad, and dedicated his life to celebrating the accomplishments of people of color. He is remembered as a distinguished bibliophile of African-American works and an influential figure during the Harlem Renaissance.

      Schomburg’s compatriot, Jesús Colón, was one of the first to write about Puerto Ricans and race matters in the United States. Although he and Bernardo Vega were both tobacco workers and believed in the socialist cause, Colón was visibly an Afro-Puerto Rican and was treated as an African-American. Indeed, Colón is conscious of his dark complexion in a country that judges a person by the color of his skin. In A Puerto Rican in New York and Other Sketches (1961), Colón conveys his experiences on the mainland. In “The Mother, the Young Daughter, Myself and All of Us,” Colón, while drinking coffee at a popular public location, overhears a conversation in which the mother encourages her daughter to occupy an available stool next to Colón, and the daughter’s response, indicating her refusal to sit next to a “nigger.” The daughter expresses a lesson she learned at home or in her community. Surprisingly, the mother does not correct the child’s behavior, which reflects upon her own conduct and education. The incident happens to Colón, but in the story’s title the reader is left to wonder who are the “Us.” We know the identity of “the Mother,” “the Young Daughter,” and “Myself,” but who are “and All of Us”? The first person plural pronoun refers to Colón and, perhaps, everyone else like him, indicating that we, those of us who can be called “niggers,” are susceptible to racial discrimination. The expletive the daughter enunciates is a word the mother and the rest of the customers in the coffee shop, and by extension the society, have articulated. Let us consider that there is only one seat available next to Colón, which remained unoccupied before and after the time of narration.

      Piri Thomas’s classic Down These Mean Streets (1967) exposed the racial prejudice prevalent in Puerto Rican society, silenced by many for the sake of projecting a unified notion of a Puerto Rican community or Puerto Ricanness. Indeed, race is an issue that contaminates the Puerto Rican family. Piri tells the reader that, like his father, he was the darkest member of the family and felt discriminated against, an accusation his mother and siblings denied. Piri refers to his immediate family and to the Puerto Rican society in general. In this regard, the novel reflects upon a situation in New York, but the reader wonders about the family response, if the same situation unfolded in Puerto Rico. The novel seems to indicate that the condition would be repeated on the island; the mother and society would be equally persuasive in dismissing the charge, and the protagonist would feel more conflicted about contextualizing his isolation. Piri’s struggle with his family and community led him to identify with his African-American friend, Brew, with whom he journeys to the perceived origin of racial tension, the South. He experiences how African-Americans are treated in that part of the United States. The voyage into the lower circles of a US version of Dante’s Inferno validates what he knew and witnessed with his own family.

      The bridge between the African-American and Afro-Puerto Rican communities was also crossed by one of the controversial leaders of the Young Lords Party, Felipe Luciano. Luciano clearly understood that the fate of the Puerto Rican people in New York, and in particular those of African descent, was linked to the destiny of African-Americans. The 1971 short film Right On!, with Luciano, Gylan Kain and David Nelson, shows how the Last Poets celebrate their blackness though poetry, an identity issue his African-American brothers have helped Luciano resolve. Luciano also understood that his own cause is much broader and includes all Puerto Ricans. In the film, Luciano recites “Jíbaro/My Pretty Nigger,” “Hey Now,” and “Puerto Rican Rhythms.” The first poem, “Jíbaro,” arguably his best, highlights the Puerto Rican search for identity through African-American speech. Luciano considers Puerto Ricans as blacks and applies the term “nigger” to the outcast “Jíbaro,” whom the speaker appropriates as the symbol of Puerto Rican diaspora experience. Though the poem starts out in the language of origin, Spanish, it takes the vernacular and submerges it in the underground of the New York City subway system, where he looks for the Jíbaro in an African-American performative English. The Jíbaro cannot escape, and he belongs to the poetic voice as he repeats “And I’ll never let you go,” and concludes with an expression that reflects the African-American side of Afro-Latino identity, “never nigger.”

      Willie Perdomo’s “Nigger-Reecan Blues,” which relies on the same linguistic and cultural terms employed by Luciano, also conveys how dark-skinned Puerto Ricans define their identity while living in a society that does not make distinctions between black and white gradations. One of the speakers, a racially oppressed African-American, informs his Puerto Rican friend that, despite his own belief to claim a Puerto Rican national identity, in the United States he is just another black. The speaker, Willie, in his defense, recognizes that a cab driver and a lady holding tight to her purse treat him as if he were black. And whether he accepts his blackness or not, he proposes that a “Spic” is also black.

      The traditional structures of blackness become problematic with the Puerto Rican experience. Whereas Esmeralda Santiago may claim some blackness, as conveyed by the endearing name known to her protagonist, Negri, in When I Was Puerto Rican (1993), she was able to overcome many of the obstacles that scar people of color, which may explain the relatively small numbers of Afro-Latino authors. She and other writers such as Judith Ortiz Cofer, attempt to negotiate a broader understanding of blackness, but there is little measure of comparison between them, who tend to idealize a Puerto Rican homeland, and the experiences of Nuyorican writers, who resolved their identity issues by accepting the harsh racial conditions of New York City. This other side is represented by the title of Tato Laviera’s much cited La Carreta Made a U-Turn (1979), suggesting that a return to an idealized notion of Puerto Rico is no longer an option, a decision made explicit by the closing lines of Miguel Piñero’s “A Lower Poem” (1987):


      
        
I don’t wanna be buried in Puerto Rico

I don’t wanna rest in Long Island Cemetery

I wanna be near the stabbing shooting

gambling fighting & unnatural dying

& new birth crying

so please when I die …

don’t take me far away

keep me near by

take my ashes and scatter them thru out

the Lower East Side …


(Piñero 2010: 5)

      

      
Santiago and Ortiz Cofer have made the adopted country their home, but their works represent a connection to a Puerto Rican childhood that is absent of racial categorizations. In some respects, that past was closed off to Nuyorican writers who were accused of not being “real” Puerto Ricans, as portrayed in the film Piñero (2001), when the main character and his friends return to the island and are treated as foreigners by their own compatriots. Piñero accuses them of ignoring their own identity and being blind to the US control over the island. On the other hand, Marta Moreno Vega’s When the Spirits Dance Mambo (2004) underscores some of the conflicts evident in Piri Thomas’s family; her sister Socorro and their mother are light-skinned while the protagonist, her brother Chachito, and father have dark complexions. The protagonist’s Abuela Luisa, a descendant of María de la O, from Loiza Aldea (a town known to Afro-Puerto Ricans), alleged to be a slave – “una africana de verdad” – represented spiritism and African religion in Puerto Rican culture. The Afro-Latino aspect of Caribbean culture is present in Latin music, Afro-Cuban and Afro-Puerto Rican religions in New York, and towards the end of the novel by her African-American friend, Donna Stokes. Although Mr Bloomstein mocks the protagonist’s accent, when she then runs out of the classroom, Donna also leaves and reassures her friend that Spanish accent is a cultural marker she also wants to imitate. Dahlma Llanos-Figueroa’s Daughters of the Stone (2009) narrates the lives of Afro-Puerto Rican women and their stories of survivability.

      Tato Laviera is arguably the best writer to recognize that he belongs to both US and Puerto Rican cultures, and most recently to neither one; “Nideaquinideallá”(which translates as “neitherfromherenorfromthere”), a term that indicates geographic, linguistic, and transcultural dislocation and remapping. As I have stated elsewhere, “no place” becomes a home with its own hybrid identities. But Laviera, who writes in Spanish, English, and Spanglish, tackles the race issue in the place of origin and in the adopted homeland. Laviera objects to the racist ignorance of Puerto Rican culture in his “Tesis de Negreza,” a song and poem about the assassination of a black thick-lipped man by a white Puerto Rican based on the song “Negro Bembón,” ironically made popular by famed Afro-Puerto Rican musicians Ismael Miranda and Rafael Cortijo. While the song has made inroads into popular culture, entertaining many regardless of where they reside, very few Puerto Ricans pay close attention to the lyrics, which justify the homicide. Laviera reproduces the song in its entirety but intercalates a response in the stanzas, thus undermining the song’s original narrative. In fact, Laviera challenges the racial classifications imposed during the colonial period that seem to have infiltrated Puerto Rican culture. Inventive words such as “lobo,” “albarazado,” “carpa mulato,” “cambujo,” “tente en el aire,” “no te entiendo,” or “bembón” are derogatory and only serve to humiliate blacks, as the policeman’s act suggests by retracting his thick lips and accepting white culture. Laviera ends his poem with a sense of racial pride not unlike those proclaimed by Afro-Latinos living in New York.

      Laviera’s Afro-Latino poems are a testament to Afro-Puerto Rican solidarity with African-American culture, not as outsiders, but from within. When Laviera began to celebrate his Afro-Latino identity, New York had become another Caribbean city, with a significant Afro-Latino component. This is evident in the popularity of Latin music, as highlighted in Oscar Hijuelos’s The Mambo Kings Play Songs of Love (1989) and the movie based on the book, The Mambo Kings (1992), which featured Celia Cruz and Tito Puente. Laviera’s poems are rich in Caribbean rhythms and in African-American culture, a space that Afro-Puerto Ricans and African-Americans share. In “Preacher,” this religious figure welcomes Puerto Ricans into the congregation; and in “Harlem Elders Odes,” the speaker acknowledges these traditional pillars of the African-American community, whom we must cherish and not take for granted.

      Afro-Cuban writing is continuous and can be traced to the nineteenth century, with the works of the slave poet Juan Francisco Manzano, the mulatto poet Gabriel de la Concepcion Valdés (Plácido), and in the twentieth century by Martin Morúa Delgado, Nicolás Guillén, Nancy Morejón, Georgina Herrera, and many others. However, after the events of 1959 ushered in a new stage in Cuba’s complex political landscape that unleashed significant waves of Cuban exiles, few Afro-Cubans abandoned the island and even fewer have narrated their experiences. The vast majority of exiles that did leave in the early period were affluent and of European descent. Their sons and daughters became members of a generation aptly captured by Gustavo Pérez Firmat’s Life on the Hyphen (1994) and Isabel Alvarez-Borland’s Cuban-American Literature of Exile (1998), as Cuban-Americans negotiate both sides of their exile hyphenated identities. Even on the island, Afro-Cuban writers were deterred from writing about race matters; instead they were encouraged to promote a homogeneous notion of the national, although Nancy Morejón and Georgina Herrera occasionally situated their poems in an acceptable historical context. However, other artists living abroad draw on their blackness and Afro-Cuban roots, such as María Magdalena Campos Pons does from her Boston residence.

      There were Afro-Cubans living in the United States before the Cuban revolution. Though many returned to Cuba at the conclusion of the Spanish–American War (1898), others remained on the mainland. Black Cuban, Black American: A Memoir (Grillo 2000) is one of the few works that provides a first-hand account of the lives of Afro-Cubans in the United States. Evelio Grillo narrates race relations in Cuba but mainly in his birth city, Tampa, the “Cigar-Making Capital of the World,” during the 1930s. He provides an archeology of the city, its culture and customs, and even identifies the streets of the “affluent white Cubans and Italians and Spaniards” and those East of Nebraska Avenue inhabited by Afro-Cubans, African-Americans, and some poor whites. Cubans worked together in the cigar industry and interacted in public spaces, but they lived segregated social and religious lives. Race became stronger than language. At first, language was a barrier between Afro-Cubans and African-Americans. With time, the racial politics in the United States became a force that brought all people of color together. As with many Afro-Hispanics and Afro-Latinos living in different geographic spaces, Grillo found solace in the African-American community.

      The Cuban revolution improved the lives of many who had been denied access to schools and hospitals, but race appeared to play a role as blacks continued to occupy the bottom rung of the ladder. This has become more visible as mainly white Cubans receive remittances from relatives living abroad and as Cuba’s economy relies on tourism, rendering blacks invisible to the hard currency market, except for the traditional sex trade. However, Fernando Ortiz’s Cuban Counterpoint Tobacco and Sugar (1940) and Lydia Cabrera’s El monte (1954), to mention two seminal works, show that some Cuban-American writers have found a voice in the Afro-Cuban culture. Certainly, this has been the position of Cuban-American writers such as Cristina García, who focuses on the African aspect of Cuban culture, in particular Regla de Ocha, to frame her first two novels, Dreaming in Cuban (1992) and The Agüero Sisters (1997). As stated above, national culture is not limited to the geographic space of the nation, but Caribbean culture is transnational and is present in the adopted country. In fact, further exploration into the topic shows that the culture of the adopted country is already present in the country of origin, an idea addressed in Juan Flores’s The Diaspora Strikes Back (2008) and prevalent with the US occupations of Puerto Rico, but also in its influence in Cuba and the Dominican Republic.

      In Dreaming in Cuban, the character Pilar returns to the island and learns about her family’s past. However, the structures of Cuban culture that she finds on the island are mirrored in the adopted country: Santería, anti-Castro sentiments, and pro-Castro support, to name the most obvious ones. The journey to visit her grandmother, Celia, recover her letters, and access her family history is also a way of understanding how the past of her family in Cuba intersects with her presence in the United States. And Pilar’s curiosity about Santería in New York points to Felicia’s rituals on the island and Herminia’s narration. In García’s The Agüero Sisters, Regla de Ocha is more evident and determines the course of the novel. Reina, who works as an electrician in the region of El Cobre, the city of Cuba’s patron saint, is struck by lightning and undergoes a transformation in which the skins of others are grafted onto hers. She prays to la Virgen de la Caridad del Cobre, her spiritual mother, but her father, the deity of lightning, is Changó. The reader is charged with the task of understanding why Ignacio killed his wife, Blanca, conceivably because she returned pregnant with someone else’s child, whom she names Reina. The narration opens and closes with Blanca’s death, on 8 September 1948, the day of Cuba’s patron saint, and Blanca’s lover is a black man; the mother represents Oshún and her father Changó.

      There are other Cuban writers who rely on African religions for their inspiration; such is the case with Adrián Castro. The title of his Cantos to Blood and Honey (1997) invokes the ingredients use to please the Orishas. “In the Beginning” welcomes the arrival of African religions, the “fertility hidden in shells & stones,” and all that defines “Crio-o-o-ollo! / Those with one foot chiseled in the islands / the other strutting Yourba, Arara, / Kongo, Carabali – / daughters of Oshun / sons of Hebioso / Ganga Nsasi owning aunts & uncles / brave men of Ekue Abasi” (Castro 1997: 14–15). “The wedding between Spain & Africa” produces Cuba’s transculturation, but for Castro the syncretic religion of Santería: Olofin, Saint Barbara, Our Lady of Mercy, San Francisco of Assisi, Our Virgin of Regla, with their corresponding African names. For Castro, Africa is in Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Dominican Republic, but also in Little Havana and the Lower East Side. His “Bilingual bicultural by U.S.A.,” a poem about his own Cuban, Dominican, and North American identities, and the mixture of cultures they represent, already signals a new and different space that Afro-Latinos occupy. In Wise Fish, Tales in 6/8 Time (2005), Castro mixes music, language and Afro-Caribbean religious images in which the transcultural spaces of Cuba, Haiti, and the Dominican Republic blend with New York City and Miami.

      It should be clear by now that while this study underscores an Afro-Latino literature and identity fostered by Afro-Latino writers, it also accentuates a literature written by Latinos. Latino writers such as Esmeralda Santiago, Judith Ortiz Cofer, and Cristina García in a broad sense are also Afro-Latinas; they draw on what they perceive to be the strengths of blackness that includes the African component of Caribbean Identity. This is also the case of writers such as Julia Alvarez, whose presence in the United States allowed her to understand the linguistic and racial isolation experienced by Afro-Latinos, at home and in her parents’ country of origin. These non-Afro-Latino writers are also treated as if they were black, and they too begin to negotiate a racial identity unimaginable in their country of origin. In her essay “Black Behind the Ears,” Alvarez claims an Afro-Dominican identity that is also hers. In How the García Girls Lost Their Accents (1991), Yolanda searches for a childhood past in the Dominican Republic, perhaps before she lost her accent. Under different circumstances, prosperous Dominicans do not see the black maids. However, the author’s alter ego’s linguistic, cultural, and racial isolation motivated her to consider the racial conditions present in the Dominican Republic but ignored by many inhabitants and writers. At the physical end of the novel, or the chronological beginning of the protagonist’s life, she finds and embraces the “invisible” black Dominicans, who also influenced her life. In Loida Maritza Pérez’s Geographies of Home (1999), university students call the protagonist “nigger,” and target the main character for her dark skin. This act forces her to seek shelter in her home environment and, ironically, exposes her to the family trauma; she becomes a victim of incest rape in the presumed sanctity of the household.

      Afro-Latino images will continue to challenge the national and transnational discourses on identity as more Dominican writers explore the racial tensions they see and experience on the mainland and look for ways of interpreting their parents’ culture. One of the more successful writers to do this is Junot Díaz, whose 1996 collection of short stories, Drown, became an instant success. His stories are already marked by race, evident in the title “How to Date a Browngirl, Blackgirl, Whitegirl, or Halfie.” Though gender is an issue, race becomes a concern for dating women, each requiring a particular strategy. However, in his The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao (2007), Díaz weaves together two geographical spaces and cultural identities where race becomes all too noticeable. Oscar, defined as a dark-skinned Dominican, and mistaken for a Puerto Rican, struggles with his identity. Oscar’s mother, Belicia, is a black Dominican, an adjective in the Dominican Republic more aptly reserved for Haitians, and her own daughter, Lola, identifies her as a Haitian. All are descendants of Afro-Dominicans, a terminology Dominicans at home reject, but many Dominican-Americans are more willing to consider given the racial conditions of their city of residence, according to Ginetta Candelario, in the Black Mosaic of Washington DC.

      Afro-Dominican writers such as Blás Jiménez and Norberto James Rawlings, who at one time or another made the United States their home – Rawlings lives in Boston – draw upon their US experience to underscore race matters many Dominicans refuse to consider, a position also expounded by Alvarez, Pérez, and Díaz. Both Jiménez and Rawlings write in Spanish for a reader in their home country, but also for those in the United States, and challenge the “imagined” national and geographic identity of the Dominican Republic. Their residence in the United States insists they question the homogeneous discourse of the national culture back home. In some respects, their efforts have not fallen on deaf ears, although national writers continue to perpetuate a traditional and Western vision of the national. But, collectively, they have set the groundwork for other interpretations for future writers to draw upon. In Rawlings’s early-anthologized poem “Los inmigrantes” (1969), he searches for his Dominican identity in his Anglo-Caribbean ancestors, a community invisible to a configuration of the country’s identity. In La umbral del silencio (2007), along with poems about exile, solitude, memory, vegetation, among others, he includes “Genealogía,” about his genealogical past. In La patria portátil (2008), Rawlings insists on his Otherness, as he mixes Spanish and English and refers to his heritage.

      Blás Jiménez was the loudest voice to challenge the Dominican establishment’s vision of blackness, which he also considered to be an essential component of Dominican identity. In Caribe africano en despertar (1984), Jiménez claimed his Africanness in poems such as “Como cimarrón bailando al caer la noche,” about the shackled slave denied his liberty; “Tu son Caribe,” about the music the speaker carries within; and “Guerrillero,” about liberty, blackness, and self-identity.

      There are growing numbers of Afro-Hispanic authors writing in the United States and they also add to the expanding concept of black or Afro-Latinos. For example, Carlos Guillermo Wilson, of Panama, has written works such as Los mosquitos de Orixa Changó: Cuentos y poemas (2000) for a Spanish-speaking reader. His Los nietos de Felicidad Dolores (1991) narrates the lives of Panamanians of West Indian ancestry working in the Canal Zone and then migrating to the United States. The novel refers to two or more transcultural spaces.

      Latino, and Afro-Latino literature in particular, challenges the predominant discourses and positions Afro-Latino identity at the center of race matters in both the country of origin and adopted homeland. A central component to broadening the conversation about Latino literature and identity is continued by The Afro-Latin@ Reader (2010), edited by Miriam Jiménez Román and Juan Flores. This is the first anthology on the subject to gather important works, some difficult to find, authored by Latinos and Afro-Hispanics. As a collective history, it portrays the lives of their characters from the inception of Africans in the Americas to the present. The content of the book goes beyond literature and includes articles, testimonies, music, religion, cinema, and other popular manifestations of culture in both primary and secondary sources. The compilation of a heterogeneous text helps to address the complexities of the subject matter, but the definitions of Latinos and Afro-Latinos are imprecise, since it seeks to identify these individuals in an era well before the United States, whose culture gave meaning to the term Latino, became a nation. Also, the popular and often misunderstood term “latinidad,” in my opinion, does not convey a Latino identity. In Spanish, the term is more closely associated with Vulgar Latin and the development of the other Romance languages (French, Portuguese, Romanian, Italian, and Catalan are the most popular) than with the Latino population it desires to address that resides in the United States. As I have argued elsewhere, Latino and Hispano (Hispanic) are terms that exist in Spanish and English but their use in English are different from their meanings in Spanish. The divergence of signification occurs when one speaker uses a term in one language, and it is interpreted differently in the other one. However, these imprecisions are also adding to the complexity of Latino and also include Afro-Latino identity.

      While the present study discusses Afro-Latino Caribbean literature in countries with sizable populations of African descendants who reside in the United States, there are other ethnic, racial, and cultural groups leaving their mark. Certainly, Mexico, among other countries, counts on an Afro-Mexican population that is gaining increasing attention, even though there are still significant numbers of nationals who refuse to acknowledge their presence. Mexico traces its black citizenry to the slavery period, but African-Americans escaping slavery also made their way to the neighboring country, and some arrived from other countries such as Cuba, as is cited in Carlos Fuentes’s The Death of Artemio Cruz (1962). Octavio Paz refers to the Pachuco in his Labyrinth of Solitude (1950), whom the Nobel Prize Lauriat considers oddities within the US landscape, just as blacks do not appear to fit into the same backdrop. In this regard, Pachucos, Chicanos, Afro-Latinos, and Afro-Americans can be studied as occupying a similar positionality within US society. Nevertheless, there are instances when Chicano literature recognizes an African ancestry. The best-known text is Gloria Anzaldúa’s Borderland/La Frontera (1987), which discusses the narrator/poetic voice’s multiple identities, which also includes black, mestizo, and African, as she is aided by Yemayá, a major deity in one of Cuba’s African religions. Blackness and Afro-Latino identity helps to negotiate spaces of different and difference. In so doing, Afro-Latino identity occupies center stage of the postmodern discourse.
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URBAN SPACES

    
      Raúl Homero Villa
    

    
      City life has been a generative context and a persistent content of Latino literary expression since the late nineteenth century, when exiles José Martí of Cuba and Francisco Gonzalo Marín of Puerto Rico penned their brief journalistic crónicas (chronicles) of New York. Martí and Marín found the city alternately exhilarating and troubling. But their reflections made little or no reference to the actual experience of Latinos in the city. That specific adaptation of the crónica, occurred in the 1910s and 1920s, when cronistas such as Mexicans Julio G. Arce and Daniel Venegas, Cuban Alberto O’Farrill and Puerto Rican Jesús Colón addressed the situation of growing Latino colonias in San Francisco, San Antonio, Los Angeles, and New York. Regional differences notwithstanding, the crónicas of the Mexican Southwest and the Caribbean Northeast shared some topical interests in humorously satirizing the confusions of greenhorns in the big city, and skewering the cross-cultural adaptations of Latinos to the Anglo-urban cultural milieu (Kanellos 1998). The emergence of the crónica as a foundational urban genre revealed a symbiosis of context and content in Latino expressive practice, wherein the substantial expansion of urban Latino communities begat a ready and spatial concentrated readership for the Latino press even as it provided a field of observation for its urban chroniclers.

      Fictional narratives also appeared in this period. In 1914 Colombian exile Alirio Díaz Guerra published Lucas Guevara (2001), recounting the unhappy travails of a Latino immigrant in Manhattan. Observing his decline and disillusionment, we witness early iterations of a Latino community presence and the tempting corruption of metropolitan life. Mexican journalist Daniel Venegas published his 1928 satirical novel, Las aventuras de Don Chipote (1999), about the hapless Don Chipote’s passage from rural Mexico to Los Angeles. With misadventures en route in El Paso and Ciudad Juárez, he falls victim to several unsavory types who exploit his greenhorn vulnerability in situations that place it squarely, like Lucas Guevara before it, in the tradition of “literatura picaresca y urbana” (Kanellos 1999: 7).

      While these early expressions mocked or lamented the travails of Latino urban immigrants, those same immigrants were settling into their metropolitan places, seeding the ground of modern barrio communities. The Memoirs of Bernardo Vega [Memorias de Bernardo Vega] (Vega 1984) document the early twentieth-century genesis of El Barrio in New York, showing the Puerto Rican cultural habitation of its residential milieu and the reaction beyond its borders. Life there “was very much like it was back home. … There were many Hispanic bodegas, barbershops, and butchers. … In the stores and in the streets, all you heard was Spanish. But other national groups living in the area resented the constantly growing Puerto Rican population. For them the way of life of the boricuas was scandalous … ” (1984: 151). His memoirs straightforwardly narrate the institutional and social evolution of El Barrio in its formative interwar years, concluding after World War II, when Puerto Ricans cemented their position as the major national-origin Latino group in the Northeast.

      At this time, Puerto Ricans flooded north in the first great air migration, exponentially multiplying their presence in New York. Several writers who passed through or resided in New York in this period produced key texts in Spanish during the late 1940s and 1950s about the barrio community. The stories of Pedro Juan Soto (Spiks, 1956), novella of José Luis González (El hombre en la calle, 1948), personal narrative of Guillermo Cotto-Thorner (Trópico en Manhattan, 1951) and drama of René Marqués (La carreta, 1953) offered various perspectives on this defining urban exodus. Soto and González stressed the migrant’s victimization by revealing the sordid circumstances and personal pressures of their underclass situation. Cotto-Thorner noted their social marginalization but recognized the community’s positive capacity to transform, or tropicalize, its residential milieu in culturally resonant ways. Marqués’s cautionary drama made an explicit call for returning to the island, as he dramatized the insurmountable odds confronting a family in each stop of their tragic odyssey. But, whatever ideas they expressed, the fortunes of the expanding barrios were increasingly bound to their American urban milieu. In this regard, Jesús Colón stood apart from this period cohort with his collection, A Puerto Rican in New York and Other Sketches (1961). Written in English during the same period of demographic expansion, its individual portraits, urban observations, and corrective historical vignettes manifested the community’s increasing rootedness and rights in the city, voicing a novel perspective of “Puerto Ricans who were in New York to stay, and whose life-drama came to hinge less on their sense of contrast with the Island than on their individual and collective interaction with North American society … ” (Flores 1982: xv).

      This generation of mid-century urban authors had no other Latino equivalents. Chicana and Chicano authors paid scant attention to the situation of their urban compatriots, despite the fact that Chicanos were already a majority urban population by the 1920s. Instead, period writers revealed a preference for agricultural, pastoral, rural, or small town settings, sometimes lamenting the lost era when landed Mexicanos maintained dominance in the pastoral economy and culture of the borderlands. A notable exception was the fiction of Mario Suárez. In the late 1940s he published a series of sketches (reprinted in 2004) about the central barrios of Tucson, Arizona. They reveal the Chicano community’s social complexity, its unexpected multicultural elements, and its tense but functional relations with the greater Anglo city. Their historical value was enhanced when some of those barrios were later leveled in the urban renewal of downtown Tucson, granting them an unanticipated and spectral poignancy. Their singular legacy would be revived in the 1970s, when the Chicano Movement heightened attention to the conditions of barrio life and inspired a new literary generation, simultaneous to an urban Boricua cultural florescence in the East Coast.

      The 1960s witnessed a profound national polarization of metropolitan space between white suburbs and minority inner cities, fanning the flames of urban protests and conflagrations. A cottage industry of journalistic, academic, and literary writing fueled the reading public’s interest in the “urban problem,” whether for sympathetic concern or lurid curiosity. This was the context for Puerto Rican writer Piri Thomas’s 1967 autobiography, Down These Mean Streets. Thomas received some community criticism for reinforcing suburban biases about ghetto life. But even if he did, Thomas viewed his barrio as a complex site of both pain and pleasure. In recounting his life as a streetwise child and man he reflected the simultaneously constraining and sustaining aspects of Spanish Harlem, echoing an ideological posture of Latino civil rights movements. While the barrio was subordinate in the urban social order, it was also a place of belonging for its residents. This quality gained tactical urgency for Chicano and Puerto Rican activists in this period, determined to use their aggrieved urban milieu as the locus of an empowered ethnic consciousness and political mobilization.

      This movement period ethos recalled, and substantially expanded, the early twentieth-century symbiosis of Latino urban context and expressive content, as the material circumstances of barrio life shaped the practice and production of a renas-cent urban literature. In dialectical fashion, then, the barrio’s very difference and distance from the dominant metropolitan culture inspired and compelled the creation of barrio-centric cultural infrastructure in concert with the political cause. On the literary front, editorial collectives published journals, chapbooks, and anthologies that nurtured writing in and about the barrios. Flor y canto (flower and song) festivals were precursory “spoken word” events, while smaller readings and informal artists’ “salons” abounded.

      While writers emerged in many cities, the Chicano and Boricua barrios of Los Angeles and New York were flashpoints of this rising literary activism. Despite the formidable geographic spread of the greater East LA barrio-polis, the Los Angeles Latino Writers’ Association empowered a close network of writers. They mentored each other in the Barrio Writers’ Workshop, organized readings in Eastside venues, and published the affiliated journal ChismeArte, producing a distinctive body of barrio-centered and urban-themed literature in the process. A summary effort of the group was the 1982 publication, 201: Homenaje a la ciudad de Los Angeles/The Latino Experience in Los Angeles. 201 pointedly rebutted the exclusion of Chicano writers by the Anglo-dominant literary establishment, asserting that the “cultural heritage of this city’s more than two million Spanish-speaking people who have stubbornly thrived like the nopal of our desert hillsides, can no longer be ignored” (Los Angeles Latino Writers Association 1982: 3). 201 contributors used verse, short fiction, memoir, biography, prose poetry, and essay forms to represent their experiences in the shadows of greater Anglo Los Angeles. Some key topical concerns were the marginalization of the barrios by the city’s growth machine, the stirrings of barrio political protest, the repressive legacy of police-community relations, the history of Eastside labor activism, and the tense dynamics of male-female relations.

      Several 201 writers would flourish in an expanded canon of American urban literature, with the poetry and memoir of Luis Rodríguez (1991; 1994) and the short and long form fiction of Helena María Viramontes (1985; 2007) achieving the highest profile. Broadly speaking, both writers express a foundational concern with how external social forces, such as the police, media, and urban development, have constrained the barrios. But they also represent internecine community conflicts, including gang violence, intergenerational discord, and cross-gender strife. More locally, others have flourished in regional poetry, spoken word and alternative arts milieus. Among these, multi-genre writer Harry Gamboa Jr. (1998) and performance-poet Marisela Norte (2008) have earned particular alt-culture cachet as postmodern flaneur/flaneusses transiting the freeways and bus-ways of the metropolis with an ironic eye and acerbic wit.

      In this same period, New York Puerto Ricans produced a deeply place-specific literature of their own, announcing their collective presence in the landmark 1974 collection Nuyorican Poetry: An Anthology of Puerto Rican Words and Feelings (Algarín and Piñero 1974). The seeds of the anthology grew from the fertile ground of the Nuyorican Poets Café, a storefront community performance space started by poet Miguel Algarín in his Loisaida (Lower East Side) neighborhood. Editors Miguel Algarín and Miguel Piñero compiled a broad sampler of poets who shared a generational experience and consciousness expressed in a consistent thematic and formal range. The anthology’s defining social aesthetic was defiantly street-smart and barrio-centered, as the selections “describe[d] the neighborhood of the writer for the reader” (Algarín and Piñero 1974: 181). The often disturbing imagery was neither gratuitous nor evidence of an inherent culture of poverty. Rather, it rendered barrio realities in transparent and raw language that debunked the illusory promise of an American dream turned urban nightmare, as in Algarín’s summary imagery: “In the beginning / God created the ghettos & slums / and God saw this was good … / and then / God commanded the rivers of garbage and filth / to flow gracefully through the ghettos” (1974: 62). But while the contributors “document the conditions of survival … [in] poems of complaint … the complaints are delivered in a new rhythm” (Algarín and Piñero 1974: 15). This new rhythm contains the seed of positive possibility. The editors orient us to the emergence of Nuyorican poetics with an extended analogy to The Renigades, a Puerto Rican youth gang in transition from “organized street jostling to coordinated alternative street government” (1974: 10) that appropriated and rehabilitated abandoned or neglected buildings in Spanish Harlem, suggesting how poetry may go from dystopian proclamation to utopian projection: “Nuyorican is at its birth. … We first verbalize the stresses of street experience and then later, in the aftermath of our street survival, we will sit and talk of our newness and how to shape it” (Algarín and Piñero 1974:19).

      Along with the editors, several of the sampled poets would emerge as key figures in the published trajectory of Nuyorican literature, notably Sandra María Esteves, José Angel Figueroa and Pedro Pietri. The latter two, in fact, had already published their first solo collections, Puerto Rican Obituary (Pietri 1973) and East 110th Street (Figueroa 1973), prior to the anthology. In addition, two poets absent from the collection bear mentioning in this generational context: Víctor Hernández Cruz and Tato Laviera. Cruz had put out three individual collections before Nuyorican Poetry, and continued with several after. Across his corpus he addresses the place of Puerto Ricans in the city, and the influence of Puerto Ricans upon the city. Of all the early Nuyorican poets he is perhaps the most optimistic regarding the power of his people and of his poetry to effect a positive change in New York’s cultural landscape. Tato Laviera strikes a balance between censure and celebration in describing the circumstances of his community. His first book of poems, La Carreta Made a U-Turn (1979), rebutted René Marqués’s famous drama as it spoke for Nuyoricans, in their distinctive Spanglish voice, who did not return to the Island. Its three section titles – “Metropolis Dreams,” “Loisaida Streets: Latinas Sing,” and “El Arrabal: Nuevo Rumbón” – signal a clear urban focus that represents both the problems and potential of barrio life. In contrast to Marqués’s tragic characterization, Laviera affirms the working poor community’s efforts to survive in the city with dignity and pride, expressing a particularly strong appreciation for its rich linguistic and musical culture.

      This period of barrio-centric creativity was a powerful and necessary intervention in American literature. But while Latinos opened a breach in the mainstream literary history, fissures in their own creative ambient emerged as newly empowered writers added other topical concerns to the prevailing movement themes of community defense and intercultural critique. Latinas spearheaded this effort by calling attention to their personal-cum-political experiences within a patriarchal culture. Helena María Viramontes voiced this perspective in 201, as she poignantly figured women’s “misery of feeling half born” in “The Moths,” as well as other stories published later in her first collection by the same name (Viramontes 1985). Nicholasa Mohr played a similar role in early Nuyorican expression. As a fiction writer, she fell outside the genre parameters of the Nuyorican Poetry collection. But in her long career, she has persistently narrated the struggles of Puerto Ricans to make their urban home, with an emphasis on the situation of women. This priority was signaled in her very first novel, Nilda (1973), a female bildungsroman inspired in response to the masculinist account of barrio life in Piri Thomas’s Down These Mean Streets.

      Other Latinas contributed to this feminist, or womanist, intervention, but none matched the critical reception and impact of Sandra Cisneros, whose 1984 novel, The House on Mango Street was a crossover sensation. In a fictional Chicano and Puerto Rican community of Chicago, a young Latina observes the many women of Mango Street who sit with elbows on a windowsill, in a recurring figure of patriarchal containment. This fuels her dreams of escape for personal and creative freedom. But even as Esperanza yearns to flee Mango Street, Cisneros ultimately underscores its centrality to her identity and her creative growth, conveying an ambivalent but deep appreciation for the barrio cultural milieu. Such early feminist interrogations of community space encouraged gay and lesbian writers who recount complicated relations of location and identity in transit between their home milieus and urban queer communities. Terri de la Peña (1992), Luis Alfaro (1992) and Gil Cuadros (1994) exemplify this critical trajectory in novel, spoken word, and short fiction texts.

      The emphasis thus far on Chicano and Puerto Rican expressions corresponds to their demographic primacy for most of the twentieth century. But other Latinos have always been present in cities and have increased dramatically in the last few decades. Parallel to recent demographic expansions, there has been a broadening of the national-origin base of Latino writing, as significant work by Cubans, Dominicans, and Salvadorans emerged on the cusp of the twenty-first century.

      Since the United States’ military invasion of the Dominican Republic in 1965, the Dominican presence has steadily grown in greater New York. Its practical and symbolic hub is the Washington Heights neighborhood in upper west Manhattan, a barrio much like its Boricua equivalents, in which Angie Cruz sets her novel, Soledad (2001). Its estranged protagonist leaves her barrio for the lower Manhattan arts scene but is called back after a family crisis. The social geographic contrast between her familial uptown and independent downtown environments mirrors Soledad’s internal conflict about where she most belongs. Returning to the Heights, Soledad’s fraught relation to it is figured as both an environmental assault and a gender challenge:


      
        As soon as I arrive at 164th Street I’m attacked. I trip on the uneven sidewalks. The air-conditioners spit at me. The smell of onion and cilantro sting my eyes. … I know I should turn back while I still can, before anyone in my family sees me, but when potbellied, sockless men and pubescent homeboys call me mami, … I must keep moving forward. The last thing I want is to look lost or confused about where I’m going.

        (A. Cruz 2001: 13)

      

      
Loida Maritza Pérez’s novel, Geographies of Home (1999), treads similar thematic ground, but with reference to a downtrodden Brooklyn neighborhood. Its female protagonist is at an elite college in upstate New York when her mother’s ghostly voice beckons her home, where we witness the pressures of her immigrant family in their alienating environment. Junot Díaz’s short story collection Drown (1996) offers a more dispersed account of urban circumstances. The stories loosely and nonsequentially map the transnational circuit of one family’s transition from rural Dominican Republic to urban America. In the latter pole we witness the solo route of the father through central Miami (in the historic Cuban but increasingly pan-Latino enclave of Little Havana) on to Brooklyn and then New Jersey, where his island family joins him, but with an extended family network in Washington Heights. The family narrative is interpolated with stories of the youngest son, grown to manhood, transiting in uncertain connection to his Dominican identity and community, throughout the greater New York and New Jersey metropolitan area.

      While the Dominican community of greater New York grew steadily over several decades, Salvadorans fleeing a brutal civil war brought an urban American community rapidly into being in the 1980s. They settled in established and new barrio communities across the country, but the largest settlement was in the Westlake district just west of downtown Los Angeles. With university students, writers, artists, and intellectuals among the first to escape north, an active cultural front emerged almost immediately. Criticism of the Salvadoran right-wing regime was a galvanizing theme for a cadre of expatriate writers, but the immediate experience of exilic encounter with the American city soon emerged as a core literary theme. Several writers’ collectives quickly came into being, such as El Cipitío, which organized readings and talleres (workshops), distributed its poetry in photocopied chapbooks, and read its work at all manner of political and cultural events. In one site-specific urban intervention, it broadcast recordings of their poetry in a park at the heart of Westlake, through strategically placed ersatz stones with speakers inside. The faux-permanence of poetry in the rocks is an apt figure for work from this foundational period, most of which was lost to the ephemeral winds or buried in attic archives. But this first-generation activism laid ground for other Salvadoran-Americans to more permanently record their new urban experience. Izote Vos: A Collection of Salvadoran American Writing and Visual Art (Kim et al 2000) samples the next generation, with many of the contributors nurtured in workshops held in the San Francisco Mission and Los Angeles Westlake barrios. Books by California poets William Archila (The Art of Exile, 2009) and Leticia Hernández-Linares (Razor Edges of My Tongue, 2002), Washington, DC-based novelist Mario Bencastro (Odyssey to the North, 1998) and San Francisco compatriot Jorge Argueta (Corazón del barrio, 1994) exemplify recent developments in this developing literary tradition. Guatemalan-American Héctor Tobar’s 1998 novel, The Tattooed Soldier, bears noting also, as it recounts the transplantation of Guatemala’s civil war antagonisms onto a new field of struggle in Los Angeles’ Central American Westlake district.

      Cuban American writing echoes and departs from the social pattern of other Latino urban literatures. Cubans have long been present in New York and in the cigar-producing region of Tampa, Florida. Oscar Hijuelos and José Yglesias have respectively evoked these precedent Cuban communities, mirroring some elements seen in other Latino urban texts. For example, José Yglesias’s account of Cubans in Tampa, A Wake in Ybor City (1963), is set in a segregated and marginalized Latino milieu. But, following a significant post-1959 community expansion by exodus from socialist Cuba, new urban enclaves and social networks attended to their exiled compatriots. Their refugee status was, however, a brief gateway experience within a prevalent narrative of Cuban-American’s singular economic and political ascendency. Oscar Hijuelos figures this condensed trajectory in Our House in the Last World (1983), when the narrator’s settled family in Manhattan houses their displaced island relatives. After a brief period in the tenements, the refugees leverage government support into a newly bourgeois lifestyle with other Cubans in suburban New Jersey. Thus, in their literature if not wholly in fact, Cubans suffered little of the “minority” racial stigma that beset other barrio communities. As such, Roberto G. Fernández could gently satirize the quirks of Miami’s insular Little Havana community with little reference to their urban marginalization. But even Little Havana’s iconic status in Cuban America would be overshadowed in its literature by telling images of Miami as a Latinized metropolis, or of its distinctive Cuban suburbs. The former image is playfully asserted by the preface in Raining Backwards (Fernández 1988): “Will the Last American to leave Miami please bring the flag?” Virgil Suárez figures it with more troubling effect in Going Under (1996). The novel’s yuppie Cuban-American protagonist suffers a mental breakdown that compels him to explore and reflect upon the city’s diffuse Cubanness, but he ultimately fails to satisfy his longing for a sustaining ethnic identity. The suburban spaces of a Cuban-American bourgeois dream are also figured in recent literature, ranging from mockery to affection. In Dreaming in Cuban, Cristina García offers a brief account of Coral Gables, where “all the streets have Spanish names … as if they’d been expecting all the Cubans who would eventually live here. I read somewhere that the area started off as just another Florida land scheme. … I suppose if enough people believe the hype, anything is possible” (García 1992: 60). And in The Agüero Sisters (1997), García comments on the pervasive but compromised Cuban culture of central Miami from the perspective of a New York Cubana recently retired in Key Biscayne.

      This partial account of trends in urban Latino literature can be supplemented by a growing bibliography of contemporary expressions, with emergent genres like the detective fiction of Chicana Lucha Corpi (Eulogy for a Brown Angel, 1992), Cuban-American Alex Abella (The Killing of the Saints, 1991) and Salvadoran-Appalachian Marcos McPeek Villatoro (Home Killings, 2004a), the latter pushing boundaries of setting in Nashville, Tennessee. New media have also appeared in the form of graphic narratives. Jaime Hernández’s serial comics publication Love and Rockets (2007) is a 20-year saga of life in and beyond the fictional Hoppers barrio, while Jessica Abel’s graphic novel La Perdida (2006) plots a young Mexican/German-American’s search for personal and political identity in a dangerous circuit between Chicago and Mexico City. Transnational urban experience has also informed the creative journalism of Rubén Martínez and Daniel Hernández mirroring each other in form and scope. Martínez’s The Other Side (1992), gathers his cultural reportage, personal memoir, and poetry. Its revised 1993 subtitle, Notes from the New LA, Mexico City and Beyond, signals its focus on a north-south nexus of urban culture along with Martínez’s own pan-American, Salvadoran-Chicano consciousness. Echoing Martínez, Hernández’s 2011 chronicle, Down and Delirious in Mexico City, describes his engagement with and understanding of various sub-cultural “tribes” and trends in the city. In the process, he ponders the nuances of his developing urban Mexican sensibility as a San Diego-Tijuana Chicano transplanted in the Mexican megalopolis. His fluid trans-urbanity is cast in tense relief by encounters with Mexicans raised Chicano in Southern California but forcefully repatriated as criminals to Mexico City.

      These and other emerging manifestations suggest the continuous evolution of urban Latino expression. Whatever new forms and themes may come, perhaps the best expression of Latino urban culture can, as poet Juan Felipe Herrera has proposed, serve as a broader metropolitan salve: “It is seeking everyone / police cannot throw a net around it / merchants cannot lock up and remain secure / nuns have accepted it under strict orders / who would imagine/that a peculiar caged breath / is slowly conquering the death of the city?” (Herrera 1985: 53).
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      As I grope for words and a voice to speak of writing, I stare at my brown hand clenching the pen and think of you thousands of miles away clutching your pen. You are not alone.

      Gloria Anzaldúa (1983), from “‘Speaking in Tongues’: A Letter to Third World Women Writers”

    

    
      11 February 2012

      Estimadas/os escolares, companions in writing and the study of Chicano/a literature –

 I sit at my computer today facing the task of outlining the contributions of Chicana feminism to the study of literature for a new generation of scholars. My computer desktop is layered with open documents of outlines and notes, webpages of histories and authors’ biographies, and a wallpaper image of Coatlique. There are piles of books on my desk with Post-It notes blooming like gardens of thoughts on rows of highlighted text. Xeroxed copies of articles surround me like friends cheering me on. I sit at my computer 32 years after Gloria Anzaldúa wrote her original letter to Third World Women Writers addressing the exigency of writing without fear, urging us to speak in tongues, and discover our own true voices. Anzaldúa described herself as writing “naked in the sun, typewriter against [her] knee trying to visualize you” (Anzaldúa 1983: 165). As a young Chicana undergrad in the late 1990s, I was so thankful for that “you” in her letter. It was the first literary exchange where I felt like I – a Chicana – was an active part of literature. Now as I sit to write about an ever-growing, needed, critical, and generative Chicana literary perspective, I am trying to visualize you too, in una carta más, but this time to the future scholars of Chicana feminist literature.

      Midwest Chicana at a Big Ten school, trying to understand why she never read a Chicana protagonist until her junior year at the university. A working class Ivy League Puertorriqueña who is challenged by the classism of her campus, doing her best to offer critical interventions through her work and presence. A rural Nuevomexicana smuggling roasted Chimayó green chile to her dorm room in Chicago, making it feel a little more like home. A Tejana in Minnesota utilizing scholarly opportunities to contribute to her academic discipline, but struggling to survive the great distance between San Anto and Minneapolis. A Japanese student engaged in studying the complexities in and sensing the similarities of a border culture in countries far away. An undocumented student in Arizona, working to develop her voice and hone her skills in a hostile environment that would label her and her work illegal. Chicanas who return to their home communities as educators and activists or activist educators, only to realize just how much work there is to be done so that we can continue to be seen and heard and have the opportunity to write and read.

      We must continue to find our own true voices, but unlike our literary madrina, Gloria Anzaldúa, who urged us to measure the meaning of work and writing by how much “nakedness [we] achieve,” we no longer find ourselves “naked” in the study of Chicana literary thought (Anzaldúa 1983: 172). Chicana authors such as Anzaldúa, Cherríe Moraga, Helena María Viramontes, Sandra Cisneros, Ana Castillo, Norma Elia Cantú, and many others to be discussed below, wove the sacred garments of Chicana feminist texts that we can wrap ourselves in as we embark on our own work. Though we strive for the same ability to express ourselves and experience the literary representations that Anzaldúa imagined, we put ourselves on the page with the cloaks of the Chicana authors and scholars who came before us.

      These authors founded a literary sisterhood that expresses the greatest types of bravery. Many were the only voices in their respective academic departments as the sole Chicana student or faculty member. Many were lone voices in their communities challenging long-held traditions in the name of meaningful change for women. Many disputed traditional literary mores to get published or created their own opportunities to self-publish. Many demanded inclusion in texts, determined that their perspectives were of utmost significance. Many broke through barriers so that opportunities would be available to us. Many dedicated their work to recovering the lost voices of our literary hermanas from the past. And many – despite their own successes and struggles – continue en la lucha to create pathways for the next generation of scholars, that is, you.

      We must also remain mindful that Chicana feminist politics and writings have always been coalitional in nature. This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color (1981, 1st edn), edited by Cherríe Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa, addressed the interconnectedness of experiences that women of color share. This text is understood to be the genesis of contemporary Chicana feminist thought in the academy, even though we understand that Chicanas and other women of color were writing before its publication. This Bridge marks a cultural moment when women of color assert their literary, political, and academic perspectives as their own movement. During the Civil Rights era of the 1960s and 1970s, progressive movements were questioning the exclusion of African-Americans, Latinas/os, Native Americans, Asian-Americans, and others in educational institutions. Many women of color found themselves not only locked out of the mainstream study of literature, but also locked out of sexist and heterosexist literary circles in male-dominated progressive movements. Trying to find refuge in the predominantly white Women’s Movement, many women of color authors found themselves battling cultural exclusion, racism, and classism. From these actual and ideological spaces of tension, Chicanas along with other women of color became the literary architects of their own movement.

      Using a bridge as a metaphor, Moraga and Anzaldúa, the editors of the anthology, created a structure for a movement that “finally ask[s] the right questions and admit[s] to not having all the answers” (Moraga and Anzaldúa 1983: xv). Citing not only their writing, but also their bodies as text, the editors wanted This Bridge to be a catalyst for building a coalition that reflected “an uncompromised definition of feminism by women of color in the U.S.” (Moraga and Anzaldúa 1983: xxvi). But, please, stop and think of the function of a bridge as a connecting force, often between two previously unconnected territories. The complexity of the bridge imagined in this text speaks directly to the fact that women of color constantly negotiate multiplicities of identity that force us to cross back and forth between subjectivities while traversing multiple oppressions. Moraga and Anzaldúa designed a feminist architecture that creates space to address the physical, lived experiences alongside the psychic, emotional tolls of the experiences of women of color. The text is organized around six sections that still ground the study of Chicana feminism as ideological tenets. Moraga and Anzaldúa asserted:


      
        … what we feel to be major areas of concern for Third World women in the U.S. forming a broad-based political movement: 1) how visibility/invisibility as women of color informs our radicalism; 2) the ways in which Third World women derive a feminist political theory specifically from our racial/cultural background and experience; 3) the destructive and demoralizing effects of racism in the women’s movement; 4) the cultural, class, and sexuality differences that divide women of color; 5) Third World women’s writing as a tool for self-preservation and revolution; and 6) the ways and means of a Third World feminist future.

        (Moraga and Anzaldúa 1983: xxiv)

      

      
The feminist future that is articulated is not only in service of a literary movement per se, but remember dear reader, that Chicana literature is about bridging what we write/read to making changes in our own lives and in our communities. Moraga, Anzaldúa and the women in the anthology bridged literature to the exigency of the body and by extension, the need to address conditions in the communities from which literature emerges. This is articulated as “theory of the flesh.” As Donna Kate Rushin, an African-American poet, wrote in her introductory poem to the anthology, “The bridge I must be / Is the bridge to my own power / I must translate / My own fears / Mediate / My own weaknesses / I must be the bridge to nowhere / But my true self / And then / I will be useful” (Moraga and Anzaldúa 1983: xxii). At the heart of the endeavor of Chicana literary studies is that literature can change lives, literarily and literally.

      Prior to the publication of This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color, other anthologies of Chicano literature had been released in response to the calls for inclusion of Chicano/a authors in the school curriculum by the progressive movements. Be aware that the alternate spelling of Chicano/a came into academic fashion in the 1990s, but Chicanas always challenged the implicit sexism in the Spanish language. They argued that the masculine noun, Chicano, that supposedly represented men and women, often concealed Chicana feminist issues as the moniker for the entire movement. The alternate spelling became accepted after the National Association of Chicano Studies (NACS) changed its name in 1995 to the National Association of Chicana and Chicana Studies (NACCS). Notably, Literatura Chicana: Texto y Contexto edited by Antonia Castañeda, Tomás Ybarra-Frausto, and Joseph Sommers (Prentice Hall, 1972) and We are Chicanos: An Anthology of Mexican-American Literature, edited by Philip D. Ortego y Gasca (Washington Square Press, 1973) made headway as early readers in historic and contemporary texts by Chicanas/os. However, This Bridge can be understood as a groundbreaking moment that propelled a new school of Chicana Feminism thought forward.

      This brings us to the serpentine endeavor of how we historicize Chicana feminism’s relationship to literature. There are many people who could write a letter in response to my own, pointing a bold literary finger at me with claims that we’d have to start our discussion much earlier than 1981 with the publication of This Bridge. For our purposes, This Bridge can work as a grounding text where we can stick a metaphorical pin from which to map out the trajectories we now understand as Chicana feminist literature. These trajectories fan out in multiple directions of history, through multiple academic disciplines, and exist inside and outside of the academy. Chicana feminism identified the need for the interventions of multiple perspectives of women of color, not just in literary texts, but across the boundaries between fields of study. Thus, Chicana feminist literature creates bridges between disciplines, bridges university classrooms to community contexts, and points us in the direction of anywhere a Chicana is telling a story.

      As Vicki Ruiz articulates in the introduction to her historical text, From Out of the Shadows: Mexican Women in Twentieth-Century America, the nuances of Chicana identity are full of contradictions. Ruiz explains that “Self-identification speaks volumes about regional, generational, and even political orientations” (Ruiz 1998: xiv). For Ruiz, part of her historical work is to bring Chicanas out of the shadows by telling the histories of how women organized their communities and formed mutual aid groups. But in thinking about her framework of bringing women of color out of the shadows, part of the work of Chicana feminist literature must be historical. In terms of historicizing, Sonia Saldívar-Hull, Chicana feminist scholar and author of Feminism on the Border: Chicana Gender Politics and Literature, challenges students of Chicana feminism to look for theories in non-traditional places such as “in the prefaces to anthologies, the interstices of autobiographies, in our cultural artifacts (the cuentos), and if we are fortunate enough to have access to a good library, in the essays published in marginalized journals not widely distributed by the dominant institutions” (Saldívar-Hull 2002: 46). Since self-identification is often directly linked to historic, cultural and social representations, “we must be innovative in our search” (Saldívar-Hull 2002: 46).

      For the early Chicana feminists, politicization occurred as a direct result of their participation in the Chicano Movement. In the anthology, Chicana Feminist Thought: The Basic Historical Writings, editor Alma M. García explains that “The writings of Chicana feminists represent a significant contribution to the history of feminist movements in general. Beginning in the late 1960s, Chicana feminist writings began to document the ideological debates that intensified throughout this period of social protest” (A.M. García 1997: 7). García proposes that we must look to “essays, speeches, newsletters, editorials, and conference proceedings” to understand the historical evolution of Chicana feminism, and by extension Chicana feminist literature (A.M. García 1997: 7). Because Chicanas were often left out of movement publications such as newspapers, women used alternative strategies to build larger audiences.


      
        First, Chicanas adopted a strategy of submitting their works to Chicano publications which they then followed with a strategy of exerting pressure on editorial boards to publish their feminist writings. … A second strategy adopted by Chicana feminists, and one perhaps more important for the development of Chicana feminist discourse, was the development of their own small but influential feminist publications.

        (A.M. García 1997: 7–8)

      

      
By creating these autonomous spaces for writing and publishing, Chicanas freed themselves to investigate the complex terrains of their own identities that challenged white privilege in the mainstream feminist movement as well as sexism in the Chicano movement. Further, Chicanas did not stop at external critiques of oppression; these authors did the work of reflecting on the politics of their own in-group statuses, which led to the development of what we now understand as the theoretical underpinnings of Chicana feminist thought.

      Early Chicanas planted seeds of historical and materialist feminist concerns through these internal/external critiques of society. Chicana authors created ways to publish because they knew that access to expression was a human right, a right that had long been kept from them as a group. In Loving in the War Years: Lo Que Nunca Pasó Por Sus Labios, Cherríe Moraga observes: “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 the psychic and emotional starvation” (Moraga 2000: 44). Originally published in 1983, Moraga’s essay “La Güera” articulated an important concept about the dangers of ranking oppressions. She introduced this through the concept of starvation, stating that it takes one kind of starvation to recognize another, she urged women of color to “acknowledge that [we] have internalized a racism and classism, where the object of oppression is not only someone outside my skin, but the someone inside my skin” (Moraga 2000: 46, italics in original). For Chicanas, and other women of color, the concept of starvation for expression emerged as a critical understanding of the multiple identities that one must engage in order to address systems of societal inequities.

      The progressive movements often forced women of color to bifurcate their identities; the Chicano movement told them that the injustices they had to commit themselves to combat were the social oppressions of classism or colonization. Combating those issues, they were told, would include the women’s issues they wished to redress. In the mainstream Women’s Movement, women of color were told that the social oppression they had to challenge first and foremost was patriarchal domination. As women with complex subjectivities, women of color used their writings to describe the simultaneity of their concerns. As Moraga described:


      
        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, nonhierarchical connection among oppressed groups can take place.

        (Moraga 2000: 44–5, italics in original)

      

      
In this statement, Moraga articulates an important and overarching concept for why Chicana authors use literature to testify to the specificity of women’s experiences. The significance of specificity cannot be understated, because this understanding gave Chicanas permission to write about the political exigencies of their lived experiences and to put their “theories of the flesh” to paper.

      There are two Chicana texts that boldly exemplify Moraga’s “heartfelt grappling with the source[s] of our own oppression[s]” that emerged in the years following the publication of This Bridge. Helena María Viramontes’s The Moths and Other Stories (1985) and Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza by Gloria Anzaldúa (1987) establish the rudiments for the contemporary field of Chicana literature. In their own ways, these two texts (along with others) forced readers to grapple with their traditional notions of Chicana archetypes, literary genre, and the purpose and power of storytelling in a women of color community. Saldívar-Hull describes their work:


      
        These women, who produced literary texts in the 1980s, discovered alternative archives in the gossip and rumors for which Chicanas are criticized and through which they are silenced; in the lacunae of family stories that tell of confined grandmothers and abused great-grandmothers; and in the late-night kitchen-table talks with Mexican immigrants to the barrios of the United States.

        (Saldívar-Hull 2002: 25)

      

      
From this gendered home space, Viramontes and Anzaldúa both wrote to reconfigure and reconceptualize the sacrosanct Chicano home and to speak of its multilayered complexities from the perspectives of the women who lived in those homes. Within the male-centered Chicano Movement, familia, or the concept of home, was an irreproachable tenet of Mexican-American identity. For the women, though, to grapple with oppression meant to address the inequalities of the home stemming from an unbalanced workload that would have them cooking, cleaning, and being the primary child-care-giver to even more difficult discussions of emotional, physical, and sexual abuse.

      To address these issues and their roots, Anzaldúa re-mapped the literary lines of genre with her revolutionary text, Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza. The text is a multilanguage, multigenre work: a fusion of prose, poetry, autoethnography, academic scholarship, mythology, and a new genre she names autohistoria. Auto-historia, as described by the author, “depicts both the soul of the artist and the soul of the pueblo. It deals with who tells the stories and what stories and histories are told” (Anzaldúa quoted in Saldívar-Hull 1999: 13). For Anzaldúa, writing about the self is a process that goes beyond autobiography and connects to the cultural histories and to a connected, communal voice. As she writes,


      
        My “stories” are acts encapsulated in time, “enacted” every time they are spoken aloud or read silently. I like to think of them as performances and not as inert and “dead” objects (as the aesthetics of Western culture think of art works). Instead, the work has an identity; it is a “who” or a “what” and contains the presences of persons, that is, incarnations of gods or ancestors or natural and cosmic powers. The work manifests the same needs as a person, it needs to be “fed,” la tengo que bañar y vestir.

        (Anzaldúa 1999: 89)

      

      
Treating her work as a living being, Anzaldúa refers to the ethno-poetics of a shaman and reconnects the function of art from an indigenous Mexican perspective stating that indigenous people “did not split the artistic from the functional, the sacred from the secular, art from everyday life” (Anzaldúa 1999: 88). She utilizes this fused sacred everyday site to write of the geopolitics of the US/Mexican border and the lived experiences of being a working class, Chicana, feminist lesbian from and in this space. “Dogmatic rules and assumptions prescribed Anzaldúa’s life as a child and young woman in South Texas, but now she understands that ‘rules’ are man-made and can be unmade by feminist logic” (Saldívar-Hull 1999: 4). Creating this structural vantage point, Anzaldúa not only writes about deconstructing the unnatural boundaries between borders, she creates literary structures that are what I see as a [wo]manifestation, that is, an overtly feminist demonstration of her theory of mestiza 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 through the images in her work how duality is transcended” (Anzaldúa 1999: 102). Anzaldúa breaks down the duality between structure and content for her text, and transcends traditional literary mores. Further, she reminds us that “The struggle of the mestiza is above all a feminist one,” and Anzaldúa encourages us to re-imagine the dichotomies that trap our identities into rigid either/or configurations (Anzaldúa 1999: 107). She asks us to re-think and re-learn so that we may heal from the harming polar oppositions (such as the virgen/whore dichotomy) that historically dictated Chicana identity. By doing this, Anzaldúa’s work has become a literary paradigm shift that has given generations of Chicana writers the permission to write inside and outside of the established rules.

      What is at stake with Chicana literature is that it moves beyond the realm of merely aesthetic or representational to the realm of activist labor. Chicanas put literature to work! In describing Viramontes’s The Moths, Sonia Saldívar-Hull illustrates that “These short stories elaborate on the transformation of narrative form and the mobilization of Chicana aesthetics by activist writers in the service of social change. For Viramontes, aesthetics is a practice of political intervention carried out in literary form” (Saldívar-Hull 2002: 125, italics in original). In this critical collection of coming-of-age stories, we read stories of imperfect women and girls who make good and bad choices. We read stories about how these same women and girls struggle in their everyday lives to actualize freer lives in worlds fraught with class disparities, gender inequities and violence. In Yvonne Yarbro-Bejarano’s introduction to The Moths, the Chicana literary critic lauds Viramontes for not presenting idealized visions of feminism that are overt in confronting patriarchy in Chicano homes; rather she states that Viramontes is “Acutely aware of women’s dilemmas, [she] creates female characters who are a contradictory blend of strengths and weaknesses, struggling against the lives of unfulfilled potential and restrictions forced upon them because of their sex” (Yarbro-Bejarano 1995: 10). Though Viramontes’s women remain realistic, her narratives delve into the realm of magical realism where the author suggests that Chicanas have additional capacities to engage in the multitude and magnitude of the difficulties of life.

      Knowing a little bit more about the history of Chicana feminist literature, you might be wondering what are some additional trajectories for studying Chicana feminist literature aside from the important tradition already described here. Four exciting trajectories immediately come to mind: 1) recovery work of historical Chicana and Latina texts; 2) transnational, interdisciplinary work that continues the work of Moraga and Anzaldúa’s bridging between and across geopolitical boundaries; 3) critiques of contemporary literary trends, such as chica lit, that tend to depoliticize the intersectional spirit of the decolonizing work of Chicana literature; and 4) Chicano/a children’s literature. Earlier I mentioned that many early Chicana feminist voices emerged from the Civil Rights era of the 1960s and 1970s, and with these voices an entire discourse of Chicana feminist literature emerged. A major contemporary field of study within these studies is the recovery and the discovery of a Chicana literary past.

      One could point to such authors as the Nuevomexicanas Fabiola Cabeza de Baca, Cleofas M. Jaramillo, and Adelina “Nina” Otero-Warren, who were all publishing in the 1930s, or another could cite the novels Who Would Have Thought It? (1872) and The Squatter and the Don (1885), by María Amparo Ruiz de Burton, as early articulations of Mexican-American women’s writing. They might say, what about Maria Cristina Mena, who wrote magazine articles in the early 1900s? Or, what about that novel Caballero, co-written by Jovita González and Eve Raleigh in the 1930s? Many of these authors have been recovered and studied precisely because of renewed interest in their works, due in part to Chicana feminism, but also due to a nationwide awareness brought about by the Recovering the US Hispanic Heritage project out of the University of Houston and Arte Público Press. Think about the possibility of finding Chicana voices in early Spanish language newspapers, movimiento publications, church bulletins, or even in a box of letters at your abuelita’s house.

      Though I have concentrated on Chicana feminisms for the most part (that is my particular specialization), please know that there is an equally rich history of Latinas writing in the United States and Latin America who are central and important thinkers in Chicana feminism and who help form the larger context of Latina feminisms. In fact, Chicanas and other women of color have insisted that the struggle for liberation and voice cannot (and should not) be a uniquely United States-ian endeavor. For example, Chicanas and Native American women in the US share literary strategies with indigenous women in Latin America by using literature to bring about change through the genre of testimonio. Testimonios by Rigoberta Menchú, I, Rigoberta: An Indian Woman in Guatemala (1987), and Elvia Alvarado, Don’t Be Afraid Gringo: A Honduran Woman Speaks from the Heart (1989), are activist texts that are written to elicit a response from their readers, from their community, and from world governments. Testimonio insists that literature be purposeful and give people access to address their own lives through story. In his text, Testimonio: On the Politics of Truth, John Beverley defines testimonio:


      
        The dominant formal aspect of the testimonio is that voice which speaks to the reader in the form of an “I” that demands to be recognized, that wants or needs to stake a claim on our attention. This presence of the voice, which we are meant to experience as the voice of a real rather than fictional person, is the mark of a desire not to be silenced or defeated, to impose oneself on an institution of power like literature from the position of the excluded or the marginal.

        (Beverley 2004: 76–7)

      

      
In a sense, we can understand testimonio as literature that speaks truth and speaks back at institutions that limit and harm women of color and their communities. Testimonio becomes a Latina methodology for challenging power structures across the globe, including the US. In the 2001 publication Telling to Live: Latina Feminist Testimonios, attributed to the Latina Feminist Research Group, includes testimonios about Latina’s specific geographies and genealogies; desires, passions, and celebrations; about fighting erasure; and embodiment. The introduction directly links its genesis to This Bridge, as an ongoing dialogue that continues the collaborative interlatina conversations about races, class, sexuality, ability, and nation. Telling to Live is an intervention that theorizes “latinidades feministas” through the multitude of voices included in the text. It is also a text that reaffirms the commitment to building bridges between and among the borders that divide us.

      In addition to testimonio, Latina authors engage in transnational literary exchanges in multiple genres and include internationally recognized names such as Isabel Allende (Chilean-American) and Julia Alvarez (Dominican-American). There are Puerto Rican and Cuban-American writers who are important feminist voices in their own communities, including: Nicholasa Mohr, Judith Ortiz Cofer, Rosario Morales, Aurora Levins Morales, Cristina García, and Esmeralda Santiago. Though I am not going into detail here, these authors challenge Chicana/Latina feminists to engage with the intersectionalities of identities that transnational women face daily, including the challenges of being binational, bilingual, being political refugees, and the harsh realities of diaspora. As part of a larger study of global feminism, students can look to Chicanas’ and Latinas’ complex iterations of what it means to be a global citizen, especially at a time when Latinos are one of the fastest growing populations in the United States.

      Through Chicana and Latina literature we can also become critical thinkers in the global market place. As Latino populations surge in the United States, dominant power is reconfiguring its relationship to us in multiple ways. One of the ways that is most clearly indicated is how economic markets are working to appeal to Latino/a consumers in different ways, including the publication of popular literature aimed at particular audiences, such as Latinas. For instance, consider the novel The Dirty Girls Social Club (Valdés-Rodríguez 2003) as a narrative of consumption; we can read it as a commercial endeavor in the literary market place invested in revitalizing already established literary spaces (mainstream chick lit) for different, i.e. racialized, audiences. Through “chica lit,” Alisa Valdés-Rodríguez capitalizes on creating a genre for a Latina middle class (the “gentry”) that is at odds with the established use of Chicana/Latina literary space. She is invested in an intervention of literary space that can be understood as a process of gentrification where “Highly salient characteristics are distilled into a simplified form which lacks any sense of historical and spatial contingency” (Beauregard 1986: 37). In the first chapter of the Dirty Girls Social Club she explains:


      
        In reality, we sucias are all professionals. We’re not meek maids. Or cha-cha hookers. We’re not silent little women praying to the Virgin of Guadalupe with lace mantillas on our heads. We’re not even like those down-trodden chicks in the novels of those old-school Chicana writers, you know the ones; they wait tables and watch old Mexican movies in decrepit downtown theaters where whiskery drunks piss on the seats; they drive beat-up cars and clean toilets with their fingernails coated in Ajax; their Wal-Mart polyester pants smell like tamales and they always, always feel sad because some idiot in a plaid cowboy shirt is drunk again and singing José Alfredo Jiménez songs down at the local crumbling adobe cantina instead of coming home and fixing the broken lightbulb that swings on the naked wire and making passionate amor to her like a real hombre.

        (Valdés-Rodríguez 2003: 11)

      

      
Despite the thin veil Valdés-Rodríguez provides through changes in specific details, the above passage offers an unflattering nod towards several of Denise Chávez’s works, including Last of the Menu Girls (1986), Face of an Angel (1994), and Loving Pedro Infante (2000). Valdés-Rodríguez presents Chicana literature as a run-down, low class, racialized space that needs cleaning up. Even though we can see Chávez’s books in this description, Valdés-Rodríguez takes the opportunity to indict the larger group of “old-school Chicana writers.” This oversimplification of Chicana literature provides us a particular example of how Valdés-Rodríguez simplifies Latina subjectivity without grounding herself in specific histories or spaces.

      The final trajectory that I want to share with you here addresses the ways in which we can imagine new tools for writing our histories and spaces as Chicana feminist scholars; that way when student readers encounter texts like Valdés-Rodríguez’s, they know how to ask important critical questions. An emerging field that is gaining prominence in the academy in general is children’s studies, and Chicana feminist literature has long been invested in better social, cultural, historical, and educational conditions for children. In many ways, we must consider how Chicana voices always already include children’s voices. Even though many Chicana authors challenged traditional constructions of familia and motherhood, the concern for and care of children remains a central issue in Chicana feminism. An emerging subfield of Chicana feminism is Chicana mothering where new texts are constantly emerging and expressing the many ways of being a Chicana mother. The recent publication Latina/Chicana Mothering (2011) edited by Dorsia Smith Silva provides a collection of essays and testimonios that challenge the traditional roles and archtypes of Chicana/Latina mothering.

      To address the need for dual-language, culturally relevant literature for Chicano/a children, many Chicana feminist authors have already begun to write for young children and teenagers. Notable authors include Pat Mora who has published more than 25 children’s books, including Doña Flor (2005), a larger than life tale about a giant Mexican woman who pats enormous tortillas for roofs around her village. Mora has also championed a national celebration of literacy for Latino/a children, El día de los niños/El día de los libros, for more than ten years. Gloria Anzaldúa published Prietita y la llorona/Prietita and The Ghost Woman (1995) and Amigos del Otro Lado/Friends from the Other Side (1997). The former is a text about friends who live along the border, one from the US side and the other from the Mexican side of the border. Anzaldúa constructs an age-appropriate narrative to help children think about border politics by sharing the story of two friends. The latter text is a story that challenges the negative archetypes of women in stories. Anzaldúa reconfigures the wailing woman, La Llorona, into a knowledgeable woman who helps the main character, Prietita, find medicinal plants to help heal her mother. While there are many, many more that I could add to this list, I will stop here and leave some of the joy of discovery to you.

      So, wherever you are literally, and wherever you are in your course of study in Chicana and Latina literature, know that there are Chicana and Latina literary traditions waiting for your engagement! There are two scholarly organizations, with annual conferences, dedicated to Chicana and Latina feminist studies. They are Mujeres Activas en Letras y Cambio Social and The Society for the Study of Gloria Anzaldúa. Additionally, there is a whole series of books out of the University of Texas Press called the “Chicana Matters” Series edited by Antonia Castañeda and Deena J. González. In additional to these scholarly spaces, Chicana and Latina feminist perspectives are actively sought out in disciplinary journals such as Frontiers (Women’s Studies), Aztlan: A Journal of Chicano Studies, and American Quarterly (American Studies). We’re not alone on this path any longer, there is a whole sisterhood waiting to welcome your work and contributions!

      And finally, to end this very long letter, I want to impress that I write to you all with an urgency. Chicano/a and Native American literature is currently under attack due to racist legislation in Arizona (ARS 15–111 and 15–112) that has created a hostile environment for teaching or reading our literature in public classrooms. A number of Chicana feminist authors including Ana Castillo, Elizabeth Martínez, Sandra Cisneros, and many others have been removed from classrooms. It is especially at this moment where we must refocus our efforts and our commitment to the liberatory endeavors of Chicana feminist literature. Our stories matter!

      Una carta más, una palabra más, una letra más. We, the Chicana literary community, must always have the tenacity to respect the power of our own words with one more act of communication, always with one more word, even if it is one letter at a time.

      Contigo, Patricia
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MASCULINITIES

    
      Jennifer Domino Rudolph
    

    
      Muy Macho: Latino Men Confront their Manhood (1996), a collection of essays edited by Ray González, frames issues of imperialist history, racism, migration, and embodiment of Latino masculinities. González’s anthology represents the first published intervention on Latino manhood where, in this case, authors/essayists are tasked with reflecting on their individual and collective manhood as Latinos. The project called upon a group of established authors to define and question expectations of themselves as Latino men. Authors analyzed their life experiences, from intimate relationships with fathers and romantic partners, to wider social norms and perceptions of them. Muy Macho also writes Latinos into the men’s movement, which had previously all but ignored issues impacting many men of color such as urban violence, poverty, and racism. González contextualizes Muy Macho in other writings on manhood and masculinity of its time, particularly Robert Bly’s Iron John, as well as works by men’s movement activists James Hillman and Michael Meade. Until relatively recently, questions of masculinities have focused primarily on uneven gender relationships and the subordination of women, with insufficient attention to the complex experiences of Latino men and the need to question expectations of virility linked to machismo. The definition of masculinities must include both actions and social institutions which support an uneven patriarchal structure as well as the multi-layered subordination of Latino men as colonized subjects due to the historical and economic development of the United States vis-à-vis Latin America and the Caribbean. These gendered political conflicts constitute the core of Latino masculinities.

      This particular cultural context of Latinos, especially the contested construct of machismo, also inspired Muy Macho. González notes, “ … contributors to Muy Macho were asked to answer the question of whether Latino men must live with the macho, tough-guy image all their lives, or if there is room for redefining machismo” (González 1996: xiv). Authors grapple with gender roles based on tradition and Catholicism, as well as the cult of silence imposed on men, relating to non-heteronormative sexualities and desires. Muy Macho also treats questions of fatherhood, (im)migration, economic struggle, and the erasure of indigenous history in the US and Latin America. Though sometimes problematic in its presentation of gendered power between men and women, this initial, direct attempt to answer back to a history that damages both female and male gender development underscores the vital role of literature and other expressive cultures as vehicles to articulate pain, inequality, and the need for change.

      The pain and stoicism associated with Latino manhood and machismo described by the contributors to González’s anthology become even more acute when focused specifically on the question of gay identity. In contrast to the significant visibility of Latina lesbians such as Cherríe Moraga, Gloria Anzaldúa, Carla Trujillo, Achy Obejas, and others, gay Latino authors and activists receive far less attention. A recent intervention, Gay Latino Studies: A Critical Reader (Hames-García and Martínez 2011), sheds light on the culture of invisibility and deviance associated with Latino gay cultures and reinserts questions of sexuality into Latinos/as’ struggles for equality. The Gay Latino Studies anthology is useful for studies of masculinities in general because it advocates for greater attention to gender and sexuality in intersectional studies of people of color. In their discussions of portrayals of men and sexuality in expressive cultures, contributors note that gay and/or queer identities for Latino men must problematize heteronormative assumptions, essentializing discourses and traditional kinship structures that often frame Latino male sexualities. Indeed, sexuality and appropriate gendered behavior have become linked to the history of Latinos in the US via the Chicano and Nuyorican movements. Cultural critics and consumers must do the work of challenging heteronormative renderings to uncover hidden or obfuscated gay/queer Latino texts.

      In his essay “Carnal Knowledge: Chicano Gay Men and the Dialectics of Being,” Richard T. Rodríguez further takes up heteronormative sexuality tied to Chicano identity through the construct of carnalismo, a Chicano cultural construct where the metaphor of flesh (carne) serves to unite Chicano brothers in a (heterosexual) nationalist family. In an attempt to broaden the scope of traditional carnalismo, Rodríguez asks the question: “What does it mean to promote a brotherhood that does not rely strictly on a gay or straight bond but rather aims to bridge the interests of Chicano men despite sexual identification?” (Rodríguez 2011: 118). Rodríguez poses this question as a means to advocate for recovery work which seeks to (re)read the gay aspects of existing literary and other expressive cultural texts not sufficiently studied to date. His analysis joins the previous work of Juan Bruce-Novoa (1986), “Homosexuality and the Chicano Novel,” and Ramón Gutiérrez (1993a) “Community, Patriarchy and Individualism: The Politics of Chicano History and the Dream of Equality.” Bruce-Novoa and Gutiérrez implore cultural critics to explore the fraught relationship between homosexuality and masculinity in Chicano social history. In his response to Rodríguez’s essay, and elsewhere, Daniel Enrique Pérez pushes Rodríguez’s exhortation for recovery work even further by calling for readings of expressive cultures that do not assume an a priori heterosexuality, unless specifically marked as gay, citing the ambiguous protagonists of Tomás Rivera’s … y no se lo tragó la tierra/ … And the Earth Did Not Devour Him (1971) and José Antonio Villarreal’s Pocho (1959). The call to end the silence of gay identities articulated by all of the above scholars dovetails with questions of presence and movements, both social and migratory, embedded in depictions of masculinity in literary production.

      Indeed, the masculine experiences narrated in Latino/a literary production underscore the gendered positionality of Latino men at both the collective and individual levels. At the collective level, men’s stories have engaged issues related to the relationship between Latinos/as and the US state. Additionally, nationalist social movements, particularly the Chicano and Nuyorican movements, define cultural nationalism in terms that privilege heteronormative and patriarchal paradigms, especially the traditional family structure. At the individual level, men’s stories have reiterated, as well as challenged, the masculinist gender norms described above. Many works depict men as heads of household, caring for but also dominating their families. Other works lay bare the internal struggles and racial and economic tensions that impact Latino men. These works seek to complicate portrayals of individual men as caught in traditional institutions, such as the state and the family-based community structure, just as are Latinas. Literature captures these tensions within the critical contexts of the relationship of Latinos/as to US imperial history, as well as to the spatial contexts in which they dwell, from migration narratives to experiences of rural and urban life. Latino men come to embody shifts in US politics and social construction, as well as ethnic and population shifts as the Latino population continues to hybridize.

    

    
      Movement masculinities

      The civil rights era and activism of the late 1960s and 1970s mark a key moment in Latino/a cultural production as a forum to engage the larger national debates over race and rights. On the East and West Coasts, the Nuyorican and Chicano movements paralleled the discursive nationalist ideologies of the Black Power movement. Indeed many Chicanos and Nuyoricans read black leaders, such as Malcolm X, and espoused a philosophy of ethnic empowerment rooted in economic and cultural distance from dominant Anglo-American cultures. At the heart of many articulations of movement nationalism was a masculinist discourse. Issues related to street level activism and empowerment were framed through a patriarchal and heterosexual familial lens where men embodied a more active public role of street protest and women were encouraged to take on roles of care-giving and (cultural) reproduction behind the scenes. In his essay, “Community, Patriarchy and Individualism: The Politics of Chicano History and the Dream of Equality,” Ramón Gutiérrez notes that chicanismo of the 1960s and 1970s was linked to “the cultural assertion of masculinity by young radical men. … Chicanismo meant identifying with la raza [the race or people] and collectively promoting the interests of carnales [or brothers] with whom they shared a common language, culture, religion, and Aztec heritage” (Gutiérrez 1993a: 45–6). These same dynamics played out in literary production of the time.

      For example, in the Chicano movement, male figures such as Alurista, Luis Valdez, and Rodolfo “Corky” González occupy key roles as spokesmen for the movement. Alurista’s seminal Floricanto en Aztlán, published by the UCLA Chicano Studies Center in 1971, casts Chicano nationalism and anti-colonial imperatives in masculine terms. The collection of poems situates Chicano identity largely in past indigenous male history, evoking images of the warrior, and the children’s game of Cowboys and Indians, to educate readers and listeners as to the long history of conquest of indigenous peoples in the Americas. The space of the US Southwest and Mexico is reclaimed by Chicanos via its indigenous name of Aztlán. In his work with Teatro Campesino, a performance group created to ignite activism for the rights of farmworkers, Luis Valdez similarly casts Chicano power in masculine terms. The plays credited to him focus on male experiences where women are largely relegated to secondary roles as mothers and girlfriends. In both Soldado Razo and Los Vendidos, women at best support men, as in the case of the soldier’s mother in Soldado Razo, and at worst function as Malinche figures, agents of the state sent to sabotage Chicano activism and politicization, as is the case of Miss Jimenez, the governor’s secretary in search of a token, brown body to attend political events in Los Vendidos. Still more problematic is the fact that some of the plays attributed to Valdez were actually collectively written. In El Teatro Campesino: Theater in the Chicano Movement, Yolanda Broyles-González reclaims the spirit of collectivity and importance of women in the group overshadowed by the larger than life figure of Luis Valdez, rendered in masculinist historical terms as “the great man.” Broyles-González observes: “By creating monuments to individuals, we eclipse the memory of group achievement and feel dwarfed by all those ‘great men’ instead of learning of the strength we have through community and collaboration” (Broyles-González 1994: 130).

      In addition to these social movements, movement itself becomes a means of articulation of Latino masculinities in literary production, through migration narratives. The political history of the US Southwest, where nearly half of Mexico became part of the United States in the nineteenth century, foregrounds cultural nationalism and migration narratives. A prime example of this is Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzáles’s “I am Joaquín/Yo soy Joaquín,” an epic poem composed in 1967 to chronicle the Chicano migration experience through the persona of Joaquín Murieta. Murieta was considered an outlaw in the Anglo Southwest and a folk hero to Chicanos for standing up to Anglo territorial and cultural encroachment. Similar to the “great man” phenomenon described by Broyles-González, the Joaquín persona travels through the indigenous, colonial, and contemporary histories of racism against Chicanos, urban blight, and loss of cultural identity as reasons for the Chicano struggle. These conditions shape the young adult male protagonists of José Antonio Villarreal’s Pocho (1959), Ernesto Galarza’s Barrio Boy (1971) and Jimmy Santiago Baca’s A Place to Stand (2001). All three young men undergo transformations as they forge their places in the United States related to the migrant experience, be it the US colonization of the Southwest, arrival in the US, migration from rural to urban spaces, or negotiating their families’ migration status. The protagonist of Pocho confronts familial expectations of him as a man of Mexican descent in terms of sexuality and male performance.

      Similar dynamics of migration and racial tensions mark the literary and cultural production of East Coast-based US Caribbeans to the present day. Though their histories diverge from those of Chicanos whose land was taken from them in 1848, Puerto Ricans suffered a loss of land similar to that described by Jimmy Santiago Baca in New Mexico, an area that remained a US territory for many years as it struggled to retain its cultural identity. In 1898, Puerto Rico became a US territory and, like the state of New Mexico, has since experienced imperial politics of the US presence there in areas such as language instruction and labor markets. The lack of sufficient jobs on the island has had major ramifications for Puerto Rican masculinities on both the island and the mainland. Dominicans experience similar conditions, though their homeland does not fall under US political jurisdiction. Two US invasions have contributed to a weakened Dominican economy, impelling a similar migration to the East Coast. New York City in particular has become a site of labor and racial struggle as Puerto Ricans and Dominicans migrated in large numbers to impoverished neighborhoods and suffered a racism akin to that described in “I am Joaquín.” In addition to indigenous history, many Puerto Rican and Dominican, as well as Cuban authors highlight the struggle to (re)claim their African heritage. Many male Puerto Rican and Dominican authors write of lack of jobs and social services in their neighborhoods and espouse an activist model, often influenced by Malcolm X and Marcus Garvey as African-American and Afro-Caribbean pan-African thinkers.

      The tensions around racism, labor, and migration mark the writings of Dominican immigrant Carlos Cooks, “Hair Conking: Buy Black,” Puerto Rican Bernardo Vega, Memoirs of Bernardo Vega (c. 1940s), and Jesús Colón, A Puerto Rican in New York and Other Sketches (1961). While Cooks empowers Afro-Latinos/as through a “black is beautiful” cultural nationalist discourse, Bernardo Vega engages colonized labor struggles and forced migration as calls for activism in New York. Colón uses daily experiences of others’ perceptions of his Afro-Puerto Rican male body to connect institutionalized racism and Afro-Latino masculinities. In this same vein, Piri Thomas, (Down These Mean Streets, 1967) and Willie Perdomo (“Nigger-Reecan Blues,” 1989) represent their bodies through “the black man’s burden” as rendered violent and hyper-sexual a priori.

    

    
      Urban masculinities

      Just as the fights for land and civil rights have been shaped in gendered terms, so too have Latino urban experiences. A significant corpus of memoirs, most of them coming-of-age narratives, captures the intersection between racialization of young Latino men and lack of access to stable employment in the formal economy. New York, Los Angeles, and Chicago, as well as some smaller cities, set the stage for the telling of Latino males’ struggles against unemployment, racism, and violence in their communities. The continued struggle to carve out an ethnic space among urban shifts such as gentrification and neoliberal investment also shapes these texts. For some young men, marked as perpetually foreign due to ethnic heritage, despite their actual place of birth, or non-white due to phenotype, literature allows them to process their past experiences and reframe their own life stories to contest institutional racism and to mentor other young men.

      Piri Thomas’s Down These Mean Streets (1967) and Luis J.Rodríguez’s Always Running: Mi Vida Loca, Gang Days in LA (1994) have influenced subsequent generations of Latino urban narratives. In fact, Rodríguez recognizes Thomas as a pan-Latino mentor in his poem “Mean Streets,” in The Concrete River (1991). Thomas’s youth in New York in the early twentieth century as an Afro-Puerto Rican in Spanish Harlem parallels Rodríguez’s coming of age as a Chicano in East Los Angeles in the mid-twentieth century. For both young men, the daily performance of masculinity and survival hinged on their abilities to navigate the crime and violence surrounding them in areas of New York and Los Angeles that lack sufficient municipal services such as sanitation and public transportation. As a consequence of neglect and housing segregation, Spanish Harlem and East Los Angeles offer a dearth of economic and employment opportunities for their residents, forcing them to seek economic survival via informal economies. Rodríguez takes up the issues of urban infrastructure and young men’s life choices in Always Running via a comparison between the East LA of his youth and Chicago’s Humboldt Park neighborhood where his son grows up. According to Rodríguez, such neighborhoods incubate crime not only as a result of economic dearth but in their very run-down structures where they allow youth to hide in secluded areas and facilitate violence. The tendency to portray the grittier side of urban life that has led to popular interest in Thomas and Rodríguez continues to influence masculinist, urban fiction. Some critics argue that this market-driven strand of Latino urban literature depoliticizes the Latino experiences captured during the civil rights era (Dalleo and Machado Sáez 2007: 1–16).

      Several authors engage urban violence in the 1990s and early twenty-first century. In New York, Abraham Rodríguez’s Spidertown (1993) presents a pointed critique of the rampant spread of drug trafficking, in place of education, for youth in the South Bronx. Spider, the local drug boss, becomes a hero not only to youth in the neighborhood, but also to police, who are equally enthralled by his persona and his exploits. In a poignant final scene, the protagonist realizes that the local patrolman is more of a fan of Spider than he is, despite working for him. Likewise, in Bodega Dreams, Ernesto Quiñonez (2000) compares neighborhood drug dealer Willie Bodega to Joseph Kennedy, family patriarch and father of former President John F. Kennedy, as both men made their money via illicit sales, either of alcohol or drugs. The Kennedy family is Irish and enjoys a greater social capital than do Latinos such as Willie Bodega. Abrahan Rodríguez and Ernesto Quiñonez further challenge hegemonic masculinity, as Piri Thomas and Luis J. Rodríguez have, through references to nihilist views of a meaningless future for young men of color who lack the power to manipulate the system as white men have.

      Luis Gabriel Aguilera and Reymundo Sanchez further develop the Chicago-based youth violence of Always Running. While Sanchez tells of the materialist violence of the Latin Kings street gang in his Latin King trilogy, My Bloody Life: The Making of a Latin King (2000), Once a King, Always a King: The Unmaking of a Latin King (2003), and Lady Q (2008, with Sonia Rodríguez), Aguilera, in Gabriel’s Fire (2000), engages the limited success of non-violent party crews as an alternative to gangs. In Aguilera’s text, racial tensions in the neighborhood beget violence such that party crews, non-violent youth belonging groups, eventually become part of gangs. For the protagonists of both Aguilera’s and Sanchez’s texts, housing segregation and restricted economies contour the formation of youth masculinities. The neighborhood binds these men and provides them with few options for productive male identities unless they leave it behind. Both men ultimately do leave. Though not as overtly engaged in the class- and race-based critique as Down these Mean Streets, Always Running, Spidertown, and Bodega Dreams, Gabriel’s Fire and the Latin King trilogy do implore readers to think critically about urban spaces and nascent manhood through graphic imagery and character dialogue. Both Luis of Gabriel’s Fire and Lil’ Loco of the Latin King narratives are well aware of the racial and class dynamics of their neighborhoods and how these dynamics structure their actions as men, referencing their own bodies and their surrounding geopolitical context as markers of racialized masculinity.

    

    
      The burden of masculinities

      Depictions of men and masculinities in narratives written by women and hybrid Latinos also engage the questions of history, social and political economies, and embodiment already mentioned. The burden of representation, as well as women’s telling of their own lived experiences, contribute to understandings of masculinities. In a debate over the writing of Sandra Cisneros, Chicano scholars José Limón and Rosa Linda Fregoso underscore tensions surrounding depictions of men as violent and abusive in domestic relationships and the need for women to tell such stories. Limón criticizes Cisneros for her portrayals of men in Woman Hollering Creek (1991), concerned over interpretations of such characters by “Anglo lay readers” (Limón 1999). Fregoso (2003) responds that silencing tales of domestic abuse out of a concern over Anglo-American perceptions privileges a denouncement of state violence over individual violence, a form of sexism. While some narratives by women do engage the issues of abuse stated above, many also shed important light on expectations of Latino male comportment, stereotypes and issues of power in intimate relationships.

      Stereotypes and constructions of good and bad men are the topics of such authors as Denise Chávez and Alisa Valdés-Rodríguez. In Loving Pedro Infante (2000), Chávez’s protagonists, members of a fan club dedicated to Mexican film icon Pedro Infante, hold Infante as a symbol of masculinity against their own relationships with men whom they view either as impotent or womanizers. In The Dirty Girls Social Club (2003), considered to be “chica lit,” a genre written for young upwardly mobile women, Valdés-Rodríguez portrays Mexican (American) and Chicano men through images of tradition and tendencies toward womanizing and violence. Caribbean men tend to embody modernity and urbanization. The sarcasm and idealization of Pedro Infante, and the intra-Latino tension inherent in Valdés-Rodríguez’s works, underscore both strategies to cope with unsatisfying relationships as well as the expectations and limitations placed on performances of masculinities.

      Narratives and memoirs by men of hybrid backgrounds also articulate tensions and stereotypes of Latino masculinities. Luis Alberto Urrea’s Nobody’s Son (1998) and Marcos McPeek Villatoro’s The Holy Spirit of my Uncle’s Cojones (1999), both depictions of unions between Latinos and Anglo-Americans, locate strength, aggression and virility in their Latino heritage. They attribute weakness and moments of impotence to their Anglo backgrounds as they negotiate hybrid identities. In Nobody’s Son, Urrea describes the marital tensions of his Mexican father and Anglo-American mother as a result of their misunderstanding of each other’s cultural mores related to gender. His own development as a young man is shaped by his father’s insistence that he visit a brothel in Northern Mexico to become a man. Likewise, McPeek Villatoro grapples with his Anglo-American girlfriend’s infidelity through an exploration of his mother’s Salvadoran roots. He contrasts his Salvadoran uncle, who arranged for his first sexual experience in Mexico, with his Anglo-American father’s passivity and limited participation in his development as a man. He wonders if it is his Anglo side that has rendered him unable to fully please his girlfriend, and only recovers his manhood when he remembers and performs acts of aggression associated with his uncle. The opposition of Latino aggression with Anglo-American passivity casts masculinity as a conflict between virile Latino bodies and Anglo-American social and economic capital. Hybrid Latino men’s bodies become sites of struggle as individuals must come to terms with a sense of cultural pride in the power associated with traditional Latino masculinities versus the often invisible and passive masculinities related to white privilege.

      Such hybrid masculinities represent the culmination of the narratives of cultural nationalist movements, and migration mentioned above. The current social and political moment has inherited the economic and racial tensions captured in the literary texts analyzed here. The struggles over self-determination and destructive capitalist practices captured in the literature of the Chicano and Nuyorican movements of the 1960s and 1970s re-emerge in the current Occupy movement in cities around the country. The perpetual threat of Latino male bodies, either as gang members or undocumented immigrants, undergirds extremist anti-immigration legislation that continues to spread across the United States. This discourse echoes the racism and criminalization of Latino bodies in (im)migration narratives of the East and Southwest in the first half of the twentieth century. At the intersection of political, racial, and economic struggles, expressive cultural productions of Latino masculinities engage traditional concepts such as machismo and virility, but also challenge these same concepts as overly simplistic ways of understanding Latino men. Contemporary Latino masculinities have begun to recognize the traditional burdens of the past, only to confront the continued burdens of racism and limited access in the present.
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QUEERNESS

    
      Sandra K. Soto
    

    
      Queerness is that thing that lets us feel that this world is not enough, that indeed something is missing.

      José Esteban Muñoz (2009)

    

    
      “Queerness” is a complex, often misunderstood, concept. During the mid- to late 1980s, the term “queer” was appropriated by sexual minorities in the US who, for a number of reasons, had grown dissatisfied with the terms “lesbian,” “gay,” and “bisexual.” As with similar appropriative acts (e.g. the adoption of the term “Chicano” by radical Mexican-Americans in the late 1960s), the politically strategic use of the term “queer” cleverly drained the term of its derogatory meaning and infused it with positive, radical meaning. Of course what makes this and similar linguistic appropriations powerful is that they depend upon the wresting of hateful language. The trace of the hate is part of the performative’s power. While “queer” still can be (and is) used as a homophobic epithet, it is now also used as a self-identifier that announces, first and foremost, resistance to what queer theorists refer to as “heteronormativity.”

      Heteronormativity is a complex system of naturalized norms that deeply influences our lives – from our behaviors, social interactions, and relationships to institutions, to our very sense of what it means to be a human being. As Janet Jakobsen explains, heteronormativity “normalizes heterosexuality, making heterosex the normal term, the commonsensical position, unremarkable and everyday, in relation to which nonheterosex is queer, odd, to be commented on and policed. Heteronormativity, however, is not only the norm that enforces heterosexuality over against homosexuality but the network of norms that sustains its organization” (Jakobsen 1998: 518). Because heteronormativity necessarily includes norms that help produce racialization and national formations, many Latinos/as have been drawn to the queer commitment to exposing and contesting the disciplining function of heteronormativity.

      Gloria Anzaldúa (1942–2004) was one of the first Latina writers to critically evaluate the usefulness of the term “queer” in relation to a Chicana, working-class identity. In her 1991 essay, “To(o) Queer the Writer – Loca, escritora y chicana,” she traces her dislike of the term “lesbian” to its association with “predominantly white and middle-class women and a segment of women of color who acquired the term through osmosis, much the same as Chicanas and Latinas assimilated the word ‘Hispanic’” (Anzaldúa 1991: 263). Anyone who knows Anzaldúa’s radical racial politics will immediately register the sting in her likening the term “lesbian” to “Hispanic.” For Anzaldúa, to self-identify as a “lesbian” and/or a “Hispanic” is to uncritically accept the language and politics of accommodation and polite respectability. She explains that when needing to choose a label from the English language, she opts for the less bourgeois terms, “queer” and “dyke.” She appreciates that “In the 1960s and 70s [queer] meant that one was from a working-class background, that one was not from genteel society. Even though today the term means other things, for me there is still more flexibility in the ‘queer’ mold, more room to maneuver” (Anzaldúa 1991: 266). (The “other things” alluded to here include what Anzaldúa sees as the cooptation of queerness by academics.)

      While one cannot utter “queer” without evoking the sexual, it should also be noted that, for better or worse, the term has, over time, become capacious enough to be used loosely to describe any arrangement, object, or event that differs from the mainstream. But to reduce “queer” or “queerness” to mere difference is to miss the impact of its politics, and, for many, it does have a specific politics and sensibility. One of the best ways to explain what queerness does and does not do is to recall the work of the visionary writer and activist Audre Lorde (1934–92). Even though Lorde’s writings predate queerness as it has been taken up over the past 25 years, her radical sentiment that “the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house” is instructive here (Lorde 1983 [1979]). Just as Lorde labored to convey to white middle-class feminists that without an entirely new set of tools, they would unwittingly replicate painful exclusions, hierarchies, and elisions (most notably marginalizing poor women of color), queers are in search of radical tools that can be used not only to resist homophobia but to struggle for social justice for all. And this means that queer politics has no truck with the liberal quest for tolerance, inclusion, and equal rights. Where the mainstream LGBT movement is currently committed to securing the right for gays and lesbians to openly serve in the military, to hold public office, to legally marry, and to adopt children, a queer politics interrogates the insidious meanings, functions, and histories of those institutions themselves. This is not the same as saying that queers are anti-gay marriage, for instance, only that the institution of marriage is one of the heteronorms that queers are adept at deconstructing, critiquing, and imagining beyond. As Chicana feminist writer Cherríe Moraga has written: “From a queer perspective, given our history of struggle for the right to create relations that were once illegal, privileging marriage as an institution should seem counterintuitive” (Moraga 2011: 178).

      Moraga’s and Anzaldúa’s work is actually a good place to start in offering this introduction to the ways in which Latinos/as have taken up queerness. Moraga and Anzaldúa share much in common: a deep commitment to resisting the continual erasure and denigration of indigenous women; an unapologetic desire to foreground lesbian sexuality; a history of trying to work and write in mainly white, middle-class feminist spaces during the 1970s; and, subsequently, a tireless dedication to the creation of spaces and publications devoted to “women of color feminism” or “US Third World feminism.” Together they edited the watershed anthology, This Bridge Called My Back: Writings By Radical Women of Color (1981, 2nd edn 1983), which  boldly and decisively cleared a path for feminists of color (Audre Lorde among them) to articulate the political value of their own experiential writing; to explore the mutually constitutive relations between different axes of power and difference; and to critique the racism lacing 1970s feminisms, as well as the (hetero)sexism of ethno-nationalist movements. Although Bridge, like Lorde’s work, predates the emergence of a decisively queer politics, many of its features and concerns anticipate – if not help to pave the way for – that politics. For instance, Bridge acknowledges power as a complex network that defies monological thinking; it challenges formal literary conventions; and, perhaps most significantly, it boldly brings non-normative sexual desires into the light of day. Bridge also queerly explores the politics of difference without taking difference for granted. That is, even as Bridge reflects upon the quotidian negotiations with being treated as “Other” by – and in relation to – the ideal subject of the state, it all the while works overtime to expose the fiction and function of difference itself. In that sense, Bridge’s immediate, first-hand accounts of what it means to be “queer, odd, to be commented on and policed” (Jakobsen 1998: 518) can be read as an early queer deconstructive project of heteronormativity.

      But Bridge has additional relevance for Latino/a queer writers and readers. Because of its anthology form, and Moraga and Anzaldúa’s clear commitment to bringing a racially and ethnically diverse group of authors together under one cover, Bridge helped to exemplify the power of collaboration across difference. This would have wide-ranging effects not only for the way that women of color and US Third World feminists saw each other, but for how different Latino groups related. That is, in 1981, it was still very uncommon to read Puertorriqueñas (Aurora Levins Morales, Rosario Morales) and Cubanas (Mirtha Quintanales) alongside Chicanas (Moraga, Anzaldúa, Norma Alarcón). Following from Bridge’s example, several anthologies were published in the 1980s that shored up queer solidarity in order to defy barriers and cultural misunderstandings between various Latino groups. Readers would now have access to Cuentos: Stories by Latinas (1983) co-edited by Alma Gómez, Moraga, and Mariana Romo-Carmona; Compañeras: Latina Lesbians (An Anthology) (1987) edited by Juanita Ramos; and, Third Woman: The Sexuality of Latinas (1989) edited by Norma Alarcón, Ana Castillo, and Moraga, to name a few. Ironically, then, the first concerted effort to promote pan-Latino/a cultural production was made possible not in spite of but through the sign of queerness.

      Bridge not only permanently altered the way that we think about trauma, racial identity, history, poetics, family, and sexual desire; it offered to new generations of Latino/a queers a vocabulary and creative apparatus enabling of a sustained engagement with racialized sexuality. Significantly, Bridge holds a prominent place for gay men as well as, more recently, trans subjects, some of whom queerly refuse the mark of gender altogether. In his essay “Feeling Brown,” for instance, Cubano queer theorist José Esteban Muñoz performs a beautiful queer tribute to Bridge when he riffs on it by subtitling one of the sections “This Bridge Called My Crack,” explaining that,


      
        my punning here is meant to serve more than the general cause of irreverence. I am instead interested in calling attention to the continuation of the radical women of color project by gay men of color. … The gay male writing tradition that I am attempting to suture to this feminist tradition labors, via affective performance, to enact a powerful utopianism that is most certainly influenced by Bridge.

        (Muñoz 2000: 73–4)

      

      
Moraga’s own Loving in the War Years (1983), and Anzaldúa’s Borderlands/La Frontera (1987), were two of the first and most important experimental narratives to make use of and enrich the space created by Bridge. Their sharp critiques of heteronormativity depended on their brave willingness to put themselves out there – this time each flying solo – and “overcome the tradition of silence” (Anzaldúa 1987: 81), expressing as they each did, “lo que nunca pasó por sus labios” [Moraga’s translation: “that which never passed through her lips” (Moraga 1983)]. Refusing to relinquish ethnonationalism to the heteronormative world, Moraga would go on to advocate a collective Queer Aztlán: “a Chicano homeland that could embrace all its people, including its jotería” (Moraga 1993: 147), and a vision of “queer motherhood” that intertwined non-normative familial reproduction with the continuation of lo mexicano: “I had a Xicano child cuz Raza’s turning white all over the States” (Moraga 2011: 6). By experimenting with the uncanny fusion of the non-normative with cultural norms, Moraga queers not only Aztlán but queerness itself.

      Indeed, Latino/a queers have pushed at the deconstructive impulse of queer theory and queer politics by making room for their cultural investments in various forms of Latino/a ethnonationalisms, identity politics, and familial traditions. In this way Latino/a queers, and queers of color more broadly (including, especially, Cathy Cohen and Roderick A. Ferguson), put under pressure what Muñoz refers to in his provocative book, Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of Queer Futurity, as an “anti-relational” turn in recent queer theory – a turn that leads to a presentist attachment to “singularity and negativity” (Muñoz 2009: 10). Against that turn, Muñoz advocates a vision of queerness that is utopic, affective, collective, and keyed toward an indeterminate temporality such that “the past is a field of possibility in which subjects can act in the present in the service of a new futurity” (2009: 16). While Latinos/as do not figure prominently in Muñoz’s book, his vision of queerness has the potential to help us better understand the deep intergenerational affective attachments to racialized collectivites and cultural/familial reproduction that marks the work of so many Latino/a queer authors, Moraga’s especially. This is the kind of racially attuned queer analysis that Cubano queer theorist José Quiroga has in mind in his important study of queer Latino America, in which he argues that because Latino queer writers are invested in “a different way of conducting social dialogue,” they often focus “on the sites where taxonomies don’t quite fit” (Quiroga 2000: 195). That is, “not content to remain within a world defined by categories, many Latino American works are not so interested in the violence of identity but in its negotiation” (2000: 195).

      One of the most important experimental “texts” to illustrate the complexity of Latino/a queerness is Frances Negrón-Muntaner’s 1994 film Brincando el charco: Portrait of a Puerto Rican. Through the use of hybrid filmic techniques – still photographs, parody, melodrama, text-based intertitles – and equally complex, non-unified subjects (most notably the main character, Claudia, played by Negrón-Muntaner
herself), the film represents Puerto Rican diasporic queer subjectivity as an unending, dynamic, non-identitarian process. In her accompanying essay about the film, Negrón-Muntaner explains that, “To constitute a specifically lesbian Puerto Rican location, the film goes through the bodies of others: heterosexual black Puerto Rican women, African Americans, gay Puerto Rican men. More important, the process of traveling toward or reaching the other sets a group of lesbian identifications in motion and makes a specifically Puerto Rican queer location possible” (Negrón-Muntaner 1999: 513). In this way, Negrón-Muntaner challenges expectations for cultural and national authenticity, and opts instead for a queer subject position that is “radically impure” (1999: 513).

      The reason that Brincando el charco remains an important film today is because it seamlessly and lusciously layers several narratives that continue to be charged for Latino/a queers, especially diasporic ones: the indelible pain of familial rejection; the no-less-biting pain of charges of cultural inauthenticity (because of queer desire or lack of fluency in Spanish); the absence of women from nationalist historical records; the endless quotidian negotiations generated by US colonialism and imperialism; and the exportation of US-based LGBT activism into Latin American countries. Equally important are the lengths Negrón-Muntaner goes through to portray all of these narratives – including the most painful ones – through a register of visual pleasure.

      Helping to maintain pleasure as a key term of queerness, Negrón-Muntaner incorporates a highly stylized, black-and-white sex sequence between Claudia and her lover, Ana. As Negrón-Muntaner describes it, the inclusion of this sequence was a deliberate, gendered political intervention:


      
        The original script of Brincando el charco included no overt sexual activity between women … What triggered the addition of the “sex sequence” was a series of realizations … [including that] no Puerto Rican film had addressed lesbian subjectivity in one hundred years of cinematic production … [and that] all Puerto Rican filmmakers, especially the women among them, avoided representing sexuality of any kind in their films.

        (Negrón-Muntaner 1999: 521–2)

      

      
Although Negrón-Muntaner inserted the sex sequence after she had already finishing writing the screenplay, it stands in as more than political intervention (itself valuable). The sequence adds texture to the entire film and helps the viewer to understand that Claudia and Ana’s sexual desire is inseparable from diasporic desire, and vice versa. As such, Brincando beautifully exemplifies Arnaldo Cruz-Malavé’s complex description of Puerto Rican lesbians and gays writing from the US: “Conflating their self with the colonial body of the island of Puerto Rico … they have set out to liberate both the sexual and national geography of their identity” (Cruz-Malavé 1995: 138). The instructive example Cruz-Malavé provides for this inseparability is from the Puerto Rican lesbian/queer poet, Luz María Umpierre’s 1987 chapbook, The Margarita Poems: “‘Hay un pueblo isleño / esclavo en el Caribe / pero una isla amazónica libre / en el exilio / aquí en mi cuerpo’ [There’s an island people / enslaved in the Caribbean / but a free amazon island / in exile / here in my body]” (Cruz-Malavé 1995: 138).

      In his book Queer Ricans: Cultures and Sexualities in the Diaspora (2009a), Lawrence La Fountain-Stokes devotes an entire chapter to Umpierre, eloquently describing her as “a Puerto Rican/Latina everywoman: a subject searching for physical, emotional, spiritual, intellectual, and political plenitude through love and intellectual pursuits; through nationalist affirmation in the face of heterosexist colonial oppression; through poetry and words” (La Fountain-Stokes 2009a: 65). While the passage from The Margarita Poems cited above by Cruz-Malavé is fairly explicit in its lesbianness, Umpierre – who was born in 1947 and has lived in the US since leaving Puerto Rico in 1974 – deploys “lesbian encoding” in her earlier work “so as to make it decipherable only by a knowledgeable few” (La Fountain-Stokes 2009a: 72). One of the many valuable contributions La Fountain-Stokes makes to Umpierre criticism, then, is his insightfully rich, generous, and innovative reading of her lesbian encoding. In his earlier essay “Tomboy Tantrums and Queer Infatuations,” he describes feeling “strongly ‘tantalized’ by a narrative that insistently refuses to mention lesbianism yet is rife with details, scenarios, emotions, and cues” (La Fountain-Stokes 2003: 59). What he proposes in these cases of lesbian encoding is “a more active or sympathetic reading: the reading of a queer, like a queer, or in search of queer meaning” (2003: 60).

      As suggested by the title of my own book, Reading Chican@ Like a Queer: The De-Mastery of Desire (Soto 2010), La Fountain-Stokes’s queer reading practices have been generative for other queer scholars. I borrow his concept of “reading like a queer” and extend its reach from veiled texts to decisively queer texts, noting that,


      
        Reading like a queer can be especially challenging when approaching non-canonical texts that are self-consciously produced through decisive and politicized efforts to contest systems of oppression and challenge the fixity of identity … If the transgressive force and pleasure of queer theory derive largely from a dexterous working of material that is not nominally (homo)sexual, then, ironically, texts that make explicit the queer instability of identity categories and the overdetermined importance of sexuality … can seem flat in comparison, though good sources of evidence.

        (Soto 2010: 19)

      

      
If queer reading practices have much to teach us about both veiled and explicit representations of Latino/a same-sex desire, then so too can they help us notice, understand, and learn from the complexity of queer writing practices themselves. To write like a queer is to objectify and illuminate – without reifying – heteronormativity’s hard-to-see “network of norms” (Jakobsen 1998: 518). As such, there are several Latino/a texts that may not include lesbian, bisexual, or gay content, but could still be considered to have a queer, anti-normative sensibility. A good example is Dominican author Junot Díaz’s, Drown (1996), a collection of overlapping vignettes about various Dominican boys and men from working-class and underclass families. Moving between Santo Domingo, Miami, New Jersey, and New York City, Drown exposes the fault-lines in the American Dream, by rendering it a painfully haunting object of desire for people in the Dominican Republic and a no-less-painful
disappointment for those who make it to the US (exemplifying, therefore, what Lauren Berlant (2006) calls, in a different context, “cruel optimism”).

      As if to mirror the series of disappointments that the various characters daily confront, Díaz deploys a number of disruptive techniques that test the reader’s desire for reliable/truthful narrators, narrative organization, and resolution. More than generic postmodern disruptions, however, Díaz’s challenging style – together with his surprisingly brutal content – queerly exposes the “network of norms” that generate heteronormativity. That is, Díaz deftly keeps several threads of normativity in (inter)play, from the particular way that racism gets enacted in the Dominican Republic (laced always, he wants us to know, with the abjection of Haitians) and the way it is enacted in the US (in which black is black), to the gendered influence of right-wing dictatorship in the Dominican Republic (which encourages hegemonic masculinity). These are the threads through which Díaz weaves his stories that, importantly, are ultimately about (hetero)sexual failure.

      Meanwhile, the repetitive and illogical passing homophobic remarks about “patos” underscore the sheer amount of quotidian maintenance and self-surveillance that goes into the reproduction of racialized masculinity and compulsory heterosexuality. Ironically, the story in which the epithet is most repeated is the titular “Drown,” in which the unnamed narrator has sex with his best friend Beto several times. Of the many sex scenes in the book, it is this sex between boys that finally contains no trace of abuse, coercion, or trauma. That it is the narrator who repeats the homophobic epithet – even, or especially, as it is clear that he misses Beto after they have ended their friendship – brings into sharper relief both the disciplining function of the homophobic speech acts in other stories and the burden of, and losses accrued through, heteronormativity.

      That Díaz relentlessly unsettles reader expectations for resolution and mastery, choosing instead to narrate the traumas of diasporic dispossession and dislocation through fragmentation and loss means that he refuses to be seduced by – or to offer – what Cubano theorist Antonio Viego describes as an “ego amplifying narrative” (Viego 2007: 141).


      
        That, as Latino and Chicano studies scholars, we have also bought into this reductive and ego amplifying narrative of Latino and Chicano subjectivity shows us to be problematically in thrall with the unspoken conditions of our subjugation and shows us to have become overinvested in and insufficiently critical of ego- and social psychological explanations of human subjectivity that continue to obsess over notions of subjective unity, wholeness, adaptation, adjustment to reality, “mental health,” and that definitively place in parenthesis all of the poststructuralist lessons we have learned about language and the effects of language as structure on the speaking subject.

        (Viego 2007: 141)

      

      
Viego’s psychoanalytic, poststructuralist account of Latino/a subjectivity is difficult to grasp because in its resolute queerness, it pushes us to imagine an entirely different way of conceiving the self, one devoid of the master narratives we have inherited and in which we attempt to take comfort. Viego helps us to see not only the limits of
the quest for wholeness and individual respectability, but the reifying loops that get produced in that quest and that help to maintain the very abjection and violence entailed in racialization.

      Viego’s insights help us to appreciate the queerness of works such as Díaz’s, but also the unparalleled queerness of Colombiana writer tatiana de la tierra, with whom I want to close. In her bilingual chapbook “Ode to Unsavory Lesbians” – which is printed on a single, double-sided sheet of pink mottled paper, folded into quarters – she pays loving tribute to her object of desire not by recourse to an ego-amplifying description of a unified other but to “an ugly lesbian”:


      
        I love an ugly lesbian

One who walks with a limp

Talks with a lisp

Leaves her dentures out overnight by the bathroom sink

She wears polyester pants and men’s cologne, the cheap kind

Has a beard so long she steps on it

Sprouts warts on her toes, all twelve of them

Carries a spittoon in her breast pocket

Chortles at church people



I dream of a lesbian who’s always broke

So poor she doesn’t own a car

Walks the streets barefoot, near and far

Washes all her clothes by hand

Steals from K-Mart

Scams the business-suited man

Lights matches on her wooden leg

Barbeques freshly plucked birds on her shopping cart

Seasons them with salt, that’s all

Licks her fingers in the moonlight



…

Sets me there and worships me

-Goddess in blue-

Lines my path with ladyslippers

Ravishes me with sinful sex words

Pets me like a little lamb

Wins me by a landslide


(de la tierra 2004)

      

      
Far from giving us a lovely sonnet proving that lesbian love deserves our respect and tolerance, de la tierra puts in our faces her queer desire for everything that we have been taught to loathe in women who stray too far from heteronormative standards of beauty, femininity, bourgeois respectability, “mental health.”

      That tatiana de la tierra’s poem – like much of her work – is self-published and distributed by hand at collective gatherings is a good reminder that some of the richest queer Latino/a cultural production is found not in academically produced
books, but in do-it-yourself forms, which free authors from publishers’ constraints and challenge the commodification of knowledge production. There are a number of excellent ’zines, magazines, chapbooks, and journals that are well worth the extra effort it might take to hunt down: Tongues (a journal self-published by a Latino/a queer collective in Los Angeles), and, este no tiene nombre: revista de lesbianas latinas (a magazine self-published by Amy Concepcion, Margarita Castilla, and tatiana de la tierra in Miami in the early 1990s), to name a few.

      There are many authors and scholars of Latino/a queer literature that I was not able to mention here but who have helped to shape what we think of as Latino/a queerness. These include, but are not limited to, Lourdes Torres, Manuel Muñoz, Luis Alfaro, Carla Trujillo, Ricardo Bracho, Deb Vargas, Felicia Luna Lemus, Emma M. Pérez, John Rechy, Yvonne Yarbro-Bejarano, Chela Sandoval, Luz Calvo, Alicia Arrizón, Alberto Sandoval, Achy Obejas, Carmelita Tropicana, Marga Gómez, Monica Palacios, David Román, Ricardo Ortiz, Horacio Roque Ramirez, Adelina Anthony, Susana Chávez-Silverman, Nao Bustamante, Lázaro Lima, Hiram Pérez, and Licia Fiol Matta. At the time of this writing, I am anxiously awaiting the publication of books in progress by the next generation of queer Latino/a scholars who push the limits of queerness to challenge binaristic approaches to gender. Especially important in this regard are J. Frank Galarte’s work on Chicano/a trans subjectivity and Stacy I. Macias’s work on Chicana femme subjectivity and cultural production.
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ILLNESS

    
      Suzanne Bost
    

    
      “Illness” might not seem like an obvious entry for a companion to literary studies. But if one reads into even biological studies about illness, it becomes clear how literary it is. For instance, narrative is the means by which we communicate our corporeal experiences to medical professionals, and stories are often the means by which we heal and cope. Illness is always culturally embedded and, as such, must be analyzed as a text whose meanings emerge through particular cultural lexica, stigmas, and beliefs. Illness and suffering are frequent motifs in literary plots, as a source of tension to be resolved and a sign of worlds out of balance. In the case of Latino/a literature, in particular, illness is often invoked as a symptom of conquest, derived in part from the literal plagues such as smallpox that decimated indigenous populations during the European conquests of the Americas.

    

    
      
        Identities in crisis
      

      I begin with one of the first novels published in English by a Latino/a writer: María Amparo Ruiz de Burton’s The Squatter and the Don (1885). This novel uses illness as a symbol of the ways in which the Anglo-American takeover of the US Southwest (following the 1848 Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo) disempowers the Mexicans who had been living in the region for centuries (like Ruiz de Burton’s own family). Repeatedly, the male characters in the novel are struck down by the Westwardly expanding capitalist culture of Anglo-America. In the beginning of the novel, we learn that James Mechlin, one of the white allies of the Mexican californio ranchers, had “undermined” his “constitution” by “a too close application of business” in New York; in Southern California (which is represented as a “perfect climate” full of “health-giving trees” and devoid of “malarial fevers”), living on the pastoral Alamar ranch, Mechlin recovers his health (Ruiz de Burton 1885: 67, 70). Yet the influx of Anglo squatters to the region brings disaster to this healthful lifestyle. Mechlin’s son is shot by an Anglo squatter, suffering something “far more terrible than death”: “the horror he felt at being a cripple” (1885: 274). The word “cripple” is used throughout the novel to signify a loss of power; it is horrible because it is induced by injury and witnessed by the still healthy minds of those deprived of their accustomed corporeal integrity. Don Mariano, the patriarch of the noble Alamar family,
is described as being “crippled” when the railroad is not extended into San Diego, cutting him off from commerce with the rest of the United States and devaluing his investments. Ultimately, Don Mariano loses the ranch, and he and James Mechlin die within days of each other. This crippling radiates out to the rest of the californios, including both of Don Mariano’s sons. (Gabriel is crushed by a load of bricks when he’s forced to work as a “hod carrier,” and Victoriano loses control of his legs when caught in a snowstorm with the cattle, rendered “a perfect gentleman from my knees up, but a mean chicken, a ridiculous turkey, a kangaroo, from my knees down” (1885: 316).) The novel’s attachment to illness and as a metaphor resonates with an idealized femininity that appeared in literature and culture in the (Eastern) United States in the nineteenth century: weakness and delicacy were valued as traits fitting for middle-class women who were increasingly consigned to the domestic sphere while their husbands entered the growing (and corrupting) world of industry and commerce. Perhaps Ruiz de Burton is highlighting the pre-industrial gentleness of Mexican California by embracing a more effeminate Latino masculinity in opposition to the unprincipled and abrasive manhood of industrial capitalist Anglo-America. (Indeed, in our first glimpse of Don Mariano in the novel, his “mild and beautiful eyes” wear a sad gaze as he contemplates the coming of Anglos with names like Gasbang and Hogsden (1885: 62–3).) Disabling the californio ranchers highlights the social decline brought with the Anglo settlers.

      A century later, dispossession from the land still shapes much literature by US writers of Mexican descent. Since one of the founding political events of the Chicano/a movement was the United Farmworkers’ boycotts, illness caused by the use of pesticides in capitalist agriculture is a common motif in Chicano/a literature. One of the most noteworthy examples is Helena María Viramontes’s Under the Feet of Jesus (1995), in which the character Alejo is sprayed in the orchards while stealing peaches at the beginning of the novel. His growing illness draws him into the family of the protagonist, Estrella, and the climax of the novel arrives when Estrella’s family brings Alejo to the medical clinic. The clinic available to the farmworkers turns out to be a dilapidated trailer with one white nurse in attendance. The race- and class-based friction between the nurse and her patients is symbolized by a jar of cotton balls that looked “too white, like imitation cotton” to Estrella’s mother, who also compares the clinic’s scale to “one used for measuring the weight of picked cotton,” the scale that would determine “what she would be able to eat, the measurement of her work” (Viramontes 1995: 136). It turns out that the clinic is unable to help Alejo because there is neither doctor nor laboratory there. When the family has to part with its last $9.07 to cover the $10 fee the nurse charges them, Estrella smashes the decorations on the nurse’s desk with a crowbar, taking the $9.07 back to buy gas to drive Alejo to the hospital. (The gas Estrella imagines coming from the ground up bones of laborers since “bones made oil and oil made gasoline” (1995: 148).) They are forced to abandon Alejo, penniless, inside the hospital; as its magic automated glass doors close behind him, the family returns to the farm to earn more money. Medical institutions, like agribusinesses, emerge as sterile, emphatically white, profit-driven Goliaths that consume the bodies of Mexican-American laborers.

      Cuban-American writer Cristina García, in her first two highly acclaimed novels, uses illness and injury as vehicles through which to highlight how the Socialist state
in Cuba and Capitalism in the United States mark the bodies of their citizens. In Dreaming in Cuban (1992), Celia and her daughter Felicia are brought down (with mental illness, breast cancer, syphilis, and exhaustion) by their allegiance to faithless lovers and La Revolución in Cuba. In contrast, Celia’s other daughter, Lourdes, who lives in exile in New York and owns an expanding bakery operation, is endowed with robust embodiment. Yet the health Lourdes enjoys through Capitalism is mocked rather than celebrated: her appetites (both alimentary and sexual) are excessive, and she is rendered grotesque in her “size 26 white uniform with wide hip pockets,” with flesh “hanging from her arms like hammocks,” devouring sticky buns or summoning her husband for sex “by pulling vigorously from a ship’s bell” (García 1992: 17–21). Though she is miraculously able to lose 118 pounds and to fit into a “size-six Chanel suit with gold coin buttons,” this physical discipline disappears in the face of a Thanksgiving turkey (1992: 172–3). In The Agüero Sisters (1997), Reina’s body is metaphorically nationalized after an accident in El Cobre (a mining town named for Cuba’s patron saint and thus a symbolic site of the nation). She is electrocuted while serving the state as an electrician, and her charred skin is replaced by a patchwork of “experimental skin grafts” taken from various donors (García 1997: 35). Her exiled sister Constancia is not ill, per se, but she does experience a certain form of “disfigurement.” When she wakes one morning to discover that her mother’s face has replaced her own, her body is occupied by her Cuban past. This undesired transformation is psychologically troubling, to be sure, but it also turns out to be financially lucrative for marketing Constancia’s line of nostalgic makeup products, Cuerpo de Cuba. Like Lourdes in Dreaming in Cuban, Constancia is a highly successful capitalist in the United States but this success comes at the cost of alienation from herself. It is surely reductive to claim that the state determines the wellbeing of its citizens’ bodies, and García’s often humorous accounts poke fun at this reductive understanding. Yet her device of using bodies as symbols of economies sheds critical light on the term “body politic.”

    

    
      
        Illness and conquest
      

      Aurora Levins Morales’s 1998 Remedios: Stories of Earth and Iron from the History of Puertorriqueñas links illness to conquest and healing to survival. Levins Morales fuses poetry and testimonio with history in this text, which situates the identity of Puertorriqueñas, in the feminine, in a much larger global context, beginning 50,000 years ago in West Africa with “Women of Yams.” Though “sickness has come with the Spanish across the ocean,” seemingly annihilating the indigenous populations of Mesoamerica and the Caribbean, Levins Morales focuses on “those of us who are left” (Levins Morales 1998b: 86–7). She decenters the dominant historical narrative that revolves around male conquerors, emphasizing instead female healers forgotten by conventional history: women like Paula de Eguiluz, who practiced herbal medicine in seventeenth-century Colombia in defiance of the Spanish inquisition, and Rosa González, who wrote about female nurses in early twentieth-century Puerto Rico (1998b: 118, 179). The text disrupts the sense of history as one seamless narrative by leaping across space and time through various vignettes, most of them imagined
fragments built from marginal references to women in the archives of New World history. Actual “remedios” punctuate the text (describing the uses of tobacco, olive oil, and yerba Buena, for instance) and, in place of a conventional bibliography, the text concludes with a “Botánica,” a herbal guide that locates in the earth the various sources of healing cited throughout the text, thereby inviting readers to become involved in healing processes.

      Other Latino/a writers trace contemporary “plagues” back to the history of conquest by smallpox in the colonial era. Julia Alvarez’s Saving the World (2006) links two time periods through the narrative device of a contemporary Dominican-American writer, Alma, composing a historical novel about the orphan boys who carried the smallpox vaccine in their bodies to New Spain in the early nineteenth century. At the same time, Alma’s husband is sent on a mission to the Dominican Republic associated with a clinic for experimental AIDS treatments. Fear of exposure to AIDS plagues Alma from the beginning of the novel, when a mentally unstable woman engages in a mass “prank calling” attack telling women that she infected their husbands with AIDS, and fear of AIDS drives a number of young men in the Dominican town where Alma’s husband is working to take over the clinic, killing themselves along with Alma’s husband. Ultimately, saving the world seems like a noble but misguided effort, since plagues continue and violence continually erupts around them. Alejandro Morales’s The Ragdoll Plagues (1992) focuses on Mexico (in its historic configuration that included places like Los Angeles) and links three time periods, the colonial, the 1980s, and a future twenty-first century. In each time, illness reconfigures the population and the species, like conquest and mestizaje. The science fiction genre enables Morales to exaggerate the corporeal devastation caused by plagues (depicting bodies that turn to jelly and entire cities wiped out in seconds), to imagine alternative kinds of embodiment (computerized limbs, altered blood composition), and to connect Latino/a experiences transhistorically through time travel. The effect of this amplification is a more searing critique of conquest (in its historic formations as well as its contemporary equivalents) and a more unsettling vision of how humanity is destroyed by developments viewed in their time as advancements (like the Christianization/Hispanicization of native populations or the medical experimentation enabled by new technologies). In all three of these texts an appeal is made to indigenous traditions as alternatives to the violations wrought by European “medicine.”

      In The Poetry of Healing (1997), the gay Cuban-American poet Rafael Campo also likens the devastation wrought by AIDS to that of smallpox during the Conquest, both of which seem to be deliberately wiping out marginalized populations (Campo 1997: 175). Working with AIDS patients at the University of California at San Francisco, disproportionately poor and members of racial minorities, leads him to conclude that AIDS was “a form of active violence perpetrated by the powerful against the weak”:


      
        I began to understand how one atrocity led to another: from the genocide of this land’s indigenous peoples … where European diseases were literally employed as weapons against native people, to the murder and starvation of mejicanos and californianos who remained in their homes after Mexico ceded its northern territories to the United States, to the ongoing American embargo of Cuba, where because of the lack of vaccines and antibiotics children continue to die each day.

        (Campo 1997: 265)

      

      
In this sense, illness is an expression of cultural inequality. And Campo suggests that more than medical technology and money will be required to combat this inequality. Indeed, Campo is both a physician and a poet, and his work, which consists of poetry, creative non-fiction, and medical practice, offers a unique combination of poetic and medical perspectives.

    

    
      Healing

      One theme that dominates Campo’s work is the desire to heal in a way that attends to culture and emotion. When describing his early associations with healing, he links this desire to his nostalgic longing for the Cuban culture that has been largely lost to him: “Music and magic, and particularly their expression and absorption in the physical body, were the primary modes of healing recoverable in the bits and shreds of Cuban culture that I encountered as a child” (Campo 1997: 15). He recalls his grandmother’s shrine and her offerings of lit candles and prayers sung in Spanish: aesthetic performances of healing. Once he achieves the status of healer himself, he longs to heal his patients with song and poetry. In his sonnet “Safe Sex Revisited,” he writes: “I’ve learned / A power to protect myself from AIDS / I call it ‘Poetry of the Absurd.’”


      
        … The virus tries

To penetrate, but I write poetry

And so it finds no place to multiply—

My blood cells are replaced by words for “bleed, … ”


(Campo 1996: 121)

      

      
The absurdity of this poem is that it can only replace blood at the level of words; sickness remains at the corporeal level. He concludes that we need to learn to live in the presence of AIDS. Rather than simply stigmatizing the illness and the “dangerous” behaviors associated with it, we must emphasize the lives, the pleasures, and the personhood of AIDS patients (Campo 1997: 191–3). So he brings poetry to his patients, along with conventional cures; he encourages them to write; and, in works like his sonnet cycle “Ten Patients, and Another” (Campo 1996), he turns their “patient histories” into literature.

      Angie Chabram-Dernersesian and Adela de la Torre explore how story can function as medicine in the lives of Latina women: “Latinas view the sharing of pláticas and the telling of stories as integral to diagnosis, wellness, and healing” (Chabram-Dernersesian and de la Torre 2008: 11). In Speaking from the Body: Latinas on Health and Culture (2008), they have collected 14 different narratives about a diverse group of Latinas’ experiences with illness and healing. These stories speak of a range of conditions – cancer, diabetes, dementia, obesity, hypertension – in a range of forms, such as third-person accounts, first person testimonios, letters, poems, and interviews. What they share, according to the editors, is the utilization of “culture as a way of healing, speaking, protesting, setting the record straight, making sense of their illness experiences, and empowering themselves and their communities” (2008: 13). This vocality emerges powerfully in opposition to silence about the uncomfortable matter of illness; it violates the taboo that women should keep their bodies (particularly their bodies’ sensations, failures, and messes) private. Chabram-Dernersesian and de la Torre offered these Latinas “the opportunity to claim their discursive and representational space and to ‘luxuriate’ across the page in great depth and detail” (2008: 11). They see narrative as a means of forging connections and creating communities that “go beyond empathetic witnessing to empathetic action” (2008: 13). This process defies the clinical setting in which medical narratives usually take place, a setting in which the doctor is posed as the primary authority, emotions are conventionally censored, and neutrality and objectivity are pretended goals.

    

    
      Embodied difference

      Health, as scholars in disability studies have pointed out, can be a hegemonic ideal that enforces norms and stigmatizes embodied difference. Valuing health, wholeness, strength, and independence marginalizes people with incurable illnesses, those who have lost limbs, and those who are dependent upon wheelchairs or caregivers. A critical alliance between Latino/a studies and disability studies has yet to be fully forged, but both fields draw attention to previously overlooked corporeal experiences as well as the role of cultures and environments in shaping identity. I have written at length (Bost 2010) about the symbolic role of illness in Chicana feminist texts, arguing that resistance to normative health is related to a Chicana feminist project of challenging the supposed neutrality of the dominant culture and the circumscribed and anesthetized subject privileged by patriarchal medicine. Illness, moreover, challenges the boundaries of an individual’s identity through an incorporation of “other” elements such as germs, unaccustomed fluctuations in the body, pharmaceutical alterations, prosthetic devices, or unsought relationships with medical professionals.

      Two of the most famous Chicana feminist writers have wrought pain, illness, and disability into the center of their political visions throughout their careers. Gloria Anzaldúa resisted identifying herself as “disabled” (Anzaldúa 2003; McMaster 2005), but she suffered from a hormone imbalance, severe depression, and Type 1 diabetes, and her representations of identity and the nation incorporate pain and corporeal fluctuation. In her early writing, she famously described the US/Mexico border as “una herida abierta [an open wound] where the Third World grates against the first and bleeds” and theorized mestiza consciousness as an alternative to binary thinking about identity; she says of this more fluid and inclusive worldview: “though it is a source of intense pain, its energy comes from continual creative motion that keeps breaking down the unitary aspect of each new paradigm” (Anzaldúa 1987: 3, 79–80). In her later writings, she emphasized how diabetes affected her sense of self: “I get
dizzy and mentally foggy when I’m having a hypo. I lose my equilibrium and fall. Gastrointestinal reflex has me throwing up and having diarrhea. … Things like these change your image of yourself, your identity” (Anzaldúa 2000: 289–90). In one of her last published essays, she embraced illness as a way to “shift consciousness” and advocated “using wounds as openings to become vulnerable and available (present) to others” (Anzaldúa 2001: 571–72). In the end, she embraced the fluidity and permeability of the human body just as she embraced the permeability of the US / Mexico borderlands. (This permeability also extended her identity politics beyond the boundaries of “Chicana” to include all of the peoples and elements she learned to embrace with diabetes.) Embracing vulnerability could lead, Anzaldúa argued, to more inclusive and loving relationships – in contrast to the militaristic logic of self-defense that seals off bodies and nations from each other.

      Cherríe Moraga’s early work encodes lesbian desire and mixed-race embodiment as painful processes, often using the metaphor of dismemberment – disembodied heads, one-legged bodies trying to swim – to reflect the difficulty of fitting her body into the normative shapes of identity. Her poem “For the Color of My Mother,” for example, invokes “my upper lip split open / clear to the tip of my nose / it spilled forth a cry that would not yield” (Moraga 1983: 60). The force of Moraga’s writing, I would argue, resembles the “screaming mouth … sewn back into a snarl” (1983: 60), scorning healing and making pain visible. In this sense, pain is the measurement of political resistance, tearing flesh beyond normative containments. Moraga invokes Coyolxauhqui (the Aztec moon goddess who was dismembered by her brother Huitzilopochtli, the god of war) as a central metaphor. In her 1993 mixed-genre collection, The Last Generation, she provides an almost sensual account of Coyolxauhqui’s mutilation: “breast splits from chest splits from hip splits from thigh from knee from arm and foot” (Moraga 1993: 73). She claims this image as the communal Mexican woman’s wound. Her play Heroes and Saints (1994) centers on a female character born without a body, disabled by the pesticides that seep into the water supply of her rural Chicano community. The bodiless head, though apparently dependent on the mechanical cart that enables her mobility and the family members who feed her, mobilizes the community in saint-like fashion and inspires them to set fire to the fields. Waiting in the Wings: Portrait of a Queer Motherhood (1997) is Moraga’s autobiographical account of the pre-term delivery of her son, Rafael Angel, and the baby’s torturous three months of surgeries and recovery in the hospital’s neo-natal intensive care unit. The dominant image throughout the narrative is her son’s body, itself, described as “all wound” and unfathomably fragile in his “birdweight” (Moraga 1997: 53–4). For much of the narrative he is hooked up to machines and covered in bandages; even after he is discharged from the hospital he is shadowed by the possibility of disability. Intertwined stories of family and friends’ mortal illnesses extend the text’s exploration of fragile bodies to consider the communal level of “public health” as well as the friction between institutionalized medicine and human variability. Moraga surrounded her son’s incubator with holy cards, healing stones, and arrowheads (symbols of her mestiza spirituality), providing a cultural context to defy its sterility. Finally, Moraga’s more recent plays, like The Hungry Woman (2001) and Heart of the Earth (2001), revisit the idea of dismemberment in the context of ancient Aztec and Mayan sacrifice rituals, in which painful manipulation of the human body represents a sacred boundary state calling upon the presence of death and the divine within human life. Moraga’s surprising valuation of the seemingly most abject of bodies challenges medical ideals and eclipses the logic of the war god with that of his sister, Coyolxauhqui.

      Ana Castillo made a surprising turn, in her 1999 novel Peel My Love Like an Onion, from her culturally grounded Xicanisma [her term for an indigenous-inflected Chicana feminism] of the early 1990s to a gypsy-identified flamenco dancer who suffers from polio and whose every movement is modified by the fluctuating pain and weakness in her affected leg. Castillo’s 1994 novel, So Far From God, also revolves around injury and illness – epilepsy, rape, chemically induced cancer, torture, and AIDS – but these wounds are always tempered, and sometimes healed, by faith, indigenous traditions, curanderismo, and community activism. The 1999 novel, however, moves away from the possibility of holistic health to a seemingly more cynical account of a woman with an incurable degenerative condition, challenging the subject of Chicana feminist identity politics with stigmatized embodiments that transcend culture. Another Latina feminist, Puerto Rican lesbian poet Luz María Umpierre, works to de-mythify mental illness and disability in her 1995 collection, For Christine: Poems and a Letter. This work gathers together poems on subjects such as birth, death, surgery, abandonment, abuse, and insanity and embeds these in the context of her own experiences with alienation in academia, post-traumatic stress disorder, disability, and group therapy. In the introduction in which she narrates these personal experiences, she exhorts readers to learn more about emotional and mental illness and celebrates the work of her therapist, Christine, “who allowed [her] to see the powers which remained within [her] under the most humiliating of circumstances” (Umpierre 1995: vi). Rather than keeping silent about these potentially embarrassing experiences, Umpierre normalizes them and takes them as the thematic and aesthetic guiding force for her collection. A number of Latina feminist visual artists, many of them drawing for inspiration on the work of the celebrated Mexican painter Frida Kahlo (and, thus, also drawing from Catholic and indigenous spiritual iconography), create self-portraits that transgress norms with bleeding, amputated, and transcorporeal-hybrid bodies. These moves, like those of Anzaldúa and Moraga, ask us to rethink what we expect of bodies, to challenge the obsession with strength, integrity, and health (tools of competitive individualism) in contemporary Euro-American culture. While the dominant culture attempts to normalize bodies and to eliminate pain, these Latina feminists will not let us forget bodily suffering. Beyond their critique of the ways in which the dominant social structure wounds women of color, these writers also ask us to consider an alternate sociality built upon vulnerability and interdependence.

    

    
      Cultural embeddedness

      One of the many lessons learned from Latino/a writings about bodies is the cultural relativity of the term “health.” The norms of health in contemporary Euro-America conflict with the valuation of sacrifice and suffering in the cultural-spiritual traditions that underlie Latino/a culture. From the perspective of both Catholic and
Mesoamerican belief systems, pain is wrought within understandings of life and the sacred. The Catholic Lives of Saints value the blood of stigmata and transcendent identification with Jesus through suffering. Similarly, Mesoamerican sacrifice traditions involved a public practice of pain that often centered on the blood of the victim as a regenerative life force. In both contexts, then, permeable, bleeding, and suffering bodies were used to galvanize and to unite the community around a shared sacred symbolism.

      Chabram-Dernersesian and de la Torre’s collection addresses this cultural embeddedness in a contemporary US context. Different cultures have different corporeal ideals and different relationships to health-shaping factors such as food, labor, and medicine. Certain cultures seem more susceptible to particular diseases – like Latinos/as with diabetes, for instance – as a result of either genetic or social causes. Some illnesses, like susto (having one’s soul frightened out of the body) or empacho (an internal blockage), are specific to Latino/a cultures. Cultures have their own traditional healing practices and remedies. Curanderismo is a mestizo healing practice formed from the meeting of indigenous, African, and Spanish medical/herbal practices in the early days of colonial New Spain. Drawing from humoral theory as practiced by the Spaniards as well as indigenous and African traditions of communal and ecological health, curanderismo revolves around the idea of equilibrium: “Curanderos believe that human beings – along with animals, plants, minerals, water, earth, air, and fire – are a part of the living earth system. Illness occurs when one does not live in harmony with all aspects of self and nature” (Avila 1999: 19). Throughout the Americas, traditional cultures of healing have persisted and evolved to suit changing social dynamics, new intercultural contacts, and the availability of different resources in certain geographic locations. (For instance, in Cuba, where African slaves historically formed a large percentage of the population, santería developed as a fusion of African and Catholic spiritual traditions, while in Mexico, where colonialism revolved around the indentured servitude of indigenous peoples more than African slaves, remedios are more influenced by indigenous traditions.) Though remedios vary between Latino/a cultures and locations, curanderismo shares certain features across cultures, like the fusion of cultural traditions (sometimes incorporating contemporary “Western” medical technologies), the belief that healing the body involves emotional and/or spiritual dimensions, understanding that medicine is embedded in cultural and social contexts, and a conception of health as a balance between bodies and their surrounding worlds. Today, for the most part, curanderismo is relegated to the margins as “folk,” “alternative,” or “complementary,” as opposed to the more respected “science” of institutionalized medicine.

      Curanderismo is particularly significant in Chicano/a literature, most notably in Rudolfo Anaya’s iconic 1972 novel Bless Me, Ultima. This novel focuses on the coming of age of Antonio Mares, a young Chicano in rural New Mexico, beginning with his family’s decision to invite the local curandera, Ultima (called La Grande by Antonio’s mother), to live with them in her old age. As her name suggests, she becomes the defining force in Antonio’s life while he struggles with his faith in Catholicism and competing visions of living off the land. La Grande’s power to heal emerges from her connections to nonhuman nature (her nahual [anima] is an owl) as opposed to the church or institutions of the town. The success of her curing is
somewhat threatening to the local priest but even more so to the owner of the local bar, who condemns her as a witch and ultimately kills her. Like Anaya’s novel, Castillo’s So Far From God also revolves around a mestiza curandera from New Mexico, yet Castillo’s account of traditional healing is more parodic. We are given “a brief sampling of Doña Felicia’s Remedies” towards the beginning of the novel, written as a direct address to readers in the voice of the curandera (Castillo 1994b: 65). This form, featuring herbal recipes, prayers to use when curing certain illnesses, and detailed instructions for, say, how to use an egg to determine the location of an intestinal obstruction, gives the impression that we are learning secret New Mexican traditions. Yet Doña Felicia’s methods are recast at the end of the novel, in a chapter whose title begins “Doña Felicia Calls in the Troops … .” This chapter builds on the battle allusion with an onslaught of competing remedies after the curandera, in her efforts to cure La Loca Santa [the crazy saint] of AIDS, “put aside her pride regarding her knowledge and relented to try every tratamiento [treatment]” known to the curanderas, doctors, herbalists, and witches of the region (1994b: 234–45). The remedies multiply in grotesque fashion:


      
        [T]ablespoon after tablespoon of this solution and that oil went into Loca’s mouth. … Aceite de comer cooking oil mixed with hot water and sugar for La Loca’s sore throat. No, no, said Teresa of Isleta, a drop or two of kerosene in a teaspoon of sugar for the throat. Poleo water for mouth sores!

        (Castillo 1994b: 233)

      

      
This cacophonous list, along with its internal disputes, undermines our faith in la curandera, and, indeed, La Loca ultimately dies, but not until after a heated oral competition between La Doña Felicia and the Filipino “psychic surgeon” Dr. Tolentino, which culminates in the curandera suggesting that Dr. Tolentino cure his baldness by covering his head in sulfur. The chapter ends with laughter at the image of this cure, the doctor “spending his nights and days in the woods” because his wife would likely not tolerate the smell (1994b: 237). Castillo’s irreverent tone might be a way of challenging US readers’ desire to consume exotic folk traditions in Latino/a texts. Perhaps there is some feminist skepticism about the romanticization of female healers and their connection to the land. And perhaps there is some postmodern skepticism about Latinos/as’ supposed investment in premodern traditions.

    

    
      Conclusion: Illness and identity

      If I’ve found more emphasis on illness and healing in women writers than male writers, it is probably, in part, derived from my own focus as a scholar on Latina literature. But I’d say that these subjects do have particular significance for women, whose bodies have been deemed flawed since Plato and whose corporeal fluctuations (menstruation, menopause, childbirth, etc.) have been viewed as pathologies into the contemporary period. Women writers have a particular stake in reclaiming corporeal instability and weakness. Women are also more frequently targeted for caregiving roles, providing another impetus for women writers to revisit and to reimagine
scenes of healing. Alvarez’s Saving the World, for instance, presents gendered binaries of caregiving: kindly female neighbors care for a dying elderly woman while her mentally unstable son seems to be threatening her health, and a woman heavily scarred by smallpox cares for the young orphans carrying the vaccine to New Spain and must constantly make amends for the destructive and competitive ego of the expedition’s male leader.

      To the extent that these texts invoke Spanish conquest in the Americas as a symbolic point of origin, or some form of curanderismo as a mestizo cultural product of this conquest, they offer a pan-Latino/a vision that links Latino/a groups in a shared culture and history. Healing with native herbs seems equally important in rural Puerto Rico and rural New Mexico, though specific remedies differ somewhat from place to place. The primary inter-Latino/a differences seem to derive less from culture than from location (with traditional medical practices associated with rural settings and modern hospitals and technologies more readily available in urban settings) and class/power (exclusion from medical practices, as in the case of the farmworkers in Under the Feet of Jesus; salvation through them, as in the case of Moraga’s middle-class, suburban family; or participating in them as agents, as in the case of Campo). Diversity is thus embedded in practice, particular healing encounters situated in political, social, and material contexts.
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CHICANO/A AND LATINO/A LITERARY STUDIES IN MEXICO
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      The Chicanas take us back to our roots.

      Elena Poniatowska

    

    
      Our entry to this Companion represents a sort of crossing, an aperture to experiences and concepts possible only by the act of trespassing. A crossing we consider a passageway to the US-Mexico-Latin America borders. A threshold into a space Gloria Anzaldúa has named borderlands. A borderlands that rubs, slashes, scratches and, at the same time, touches what Raymond Williams understands as “structures of feelings” of people who live in and walk through them.

      This friction produces openings, like this entry. An opening may be expressed as a wound, an incision, an aperture that has produced different forms of knowledge, cultural practices, genres, art projects, cultural artifacts, and forms of cultural critique. A wound may refer to narratives, to stories, to poignant events that happen to specific bodies, in precise places, and that leave a mark. Here we want to address experiences that leave a trace inside a very common and at the same time our most important stage: the classroom, within bodies, bodies which are vulnerable in specific ways. Slavoj Žižek refers to this type of wounds as “bodily marks,” these are the openings, the “entries” we want to explore.

      In this section we focus on a privileged type of contact and exchange located in academic scenarios. Here, we underline the way in which Latino/a and Chicano/a studies, knowledge and cultural practices produced by Latinos (mainly Mexicans) in the United States have traveled “back” and are being appropriated and taught in Mexican classrooms. In doing so, two important questions emerge: How does this knowledge produced on the other side of the border make sense in Mexican pedagogical scenarios? And which concepts and pedagogical “maneuvers” may transform a closed classroom into an open transnational one? Movidas, or maneuvers, are the operations that situate the teaching-learning subject we call pedagogies of crossing, and of pedagogies of the double (legitimizing subaltern knowledge and articulating our
methodologies in process, by assembling texts from both sides of the border). We take the concept “movida” from Chela Sandoval’s “Love as a Hermeneutics of Social Change, a Decolonizing Movida” (Sandoval 2000: 140).

      We maintain that as a result of this border and this “friction,” in our context, the classroom is transformed into both an opening, as in a wound, and into a space for crossing, as a border: crossing fields (from cultural studies to gender studies, from gender studies to queer studies, to subaltern studies, and lastly to transnational studies), crossing concepts (from body to discourse, from culture to subject, from power to resistance) and crossing cultures (Chicano, Latino, American, Western, and others). The Anzaldúa and Moraga text This Bridge Called my Back has been key in our classroom maneuvers to speak of the production of situated knowledge and to speak of the experiences that have been invisible in the mainstream or dominant knowledge (Moraga and Anzaldúa 1983).

      Provoked by these maneuvers – gendered and transnational ones – the classroom incorporates critical and innovative pedagogies, and at the same time represents both an opportunity and an invitation to experience the borders of knowledge, disciplines and academia in a situated space.

      A significant number of our students at Mexican public universities come from working-class and poor-working-class families mixed with the most privileged of Mexican youth, due to the academic status of our university. Similar to the subjects Anzaldúa understands as atravesados, these students are considered potentially “dangerous” as migrants are considered “transgressors” in the United States. Public universities such as UNAM (National Autonomous University of Mexico) offer students a haven where they can transform the closed walls of the university classroom into an open space that can speak not only to excellence in knowledge, but also on the historic reasons for disadvantage and disenfranchisement in the country.

      This entry strives to delineate an explanation of the ways in which Latino/a Chicano/a discourse is being used as a pedagogical gesture in Mexico. Framed as pedagogies of decolonization, a set of questions, concepts, and practices that tend to visualize the increase of a position of consciousness-raising related to the historic reasons of exploitation and discrimination based on gender, sexuality, race, and class, are beginning to be worked in the classroom.

      Involvement with the discourse produced by Chicano/a and Latino/a studies helps students understand and articulate experiences of lived discrimination based on vectors of difference such as race, sexuality, gender, and class. Feminism in Mexico and gender studies at the Programa Universitario de Estudios de Género at UNAM have provided the Mexican Academy with the space to incorporate Chicano/a and Latino/a experience and knowledge in such a way that our students understand the dense territories of exclusion on an everyday basis. In reading and understanding the Chicano/a, Latino/a knowledge and epistemologies, we arrange a classroom where students are willing to look at their own frames of discrimination and possibilities of analyzing and deconstructing them. Thus, in such borders where division, alienation, and violence are imposed and disconnection and indifference are the normative desensitizing mechanisms, we propose a ground for a pedagogy as borderlands where connecting with the other inside the classroom as empowering space represents a learning experience.

      As opposed to disciplinary teaching where some kind of individualization and detachment are expected and sometimes required and where the body of knowledge brought into the classroom by the students may be diminished as subjective, we provide a main stage as a bordering space – a transnational classroom – for our students where they can re-articulate the theory they read based also on their own experience vis-à-vis border contacts and their crossings.

      In this passage, in this crossing as entry, we want to convey that in Mexico, especially inside its public universities, there is a set of growing pedagogical gestures, exceptionally based on the incorporation of the bodies and ideas, concepts, knowledge, art, and cultural discourse produced by Chicano/a and Latino/a studies scholars. These gestures generate situated knowledge especially throughout transforming collision narratives into coalition ones by connecting with the other in ourselves; in a sense, Chicanos/as for Mexicans are a perfect example of being others and selves at the same time.

      These narratives of coalition – of other and self – are an effect of specific critical maneuvers inside the classroom, which we call both pedagogies of crossing (Alexander 2005) and pedagogies of the double (Belausteguigoitia forthcoming). With these concepts we mean the development of a way to understand the other that implies both a crossing to the “other side,” and a “doubling,” that means a mirroring between other and self. Through these pedagogies our students articulate decolonizing, sensitizing, and affirming learning processes by the conceptual understanding of border terrains as wounded territories and bodies as borderlands, as threshold between the North, the South, the self and the other, male and female, hetero and homosexual, queer and straight, but mainly as places of return, as ways to “come back home,” to return to a space where wounds may constitute a bridge, a path for understanding pain and vulnerability, and in that sense, signify an alternative.

      A foundational example of the pedagogy of the double, of the act of mirroring subject and other (male and female, Chicana and Mexicana, rich and poor, south and north), may be represented by “pairing” Anzaldúa and Octavio Paz – a Chicana writer and a Mexican Nobel Prize winner – concerning the notion of wound (rajada). The metaphor of the wound as the place of impossible return, due to its unnameable pain, as the border and also home, may be read vis-à-vis Paz’s description of Mexican identity presented in his master work on Mexican identity Labyrinth of Solitude (Paz 1994). According to him, the wound is the essence of feminine sexuality, the split, and the irreducible openness. It is the wound, “la rajada,” that reminds Mexicans about the stolen virtue of the country by the rape of their women during the Spanish conquest. It reminds of another violation: the US occupation of the Southwest. The return to the wound, to the border, the split and the openness elaborated by Anzaldúa draws on another itinerary. For Paz, it is the wound that makes the women a victim and a “mujer sufrida,” and the nation an eternal split (rajada). A return to the wound from Anzaldúa’s subjective locations may be read as a return to Paz, a return from the margins to hegemonic national narratives. The wound, according to Anzaldúa and contrary to Paz, is a border – an opening – that both reduces and liberates, hurts and relieves through understanding as an inscription of speech and agency, from the site of silence: women and indigenous people.

      The pedagogy of the double inside the classroom consists in the reading and co-relating of unknown Chicano/a or Latino/a writers in the Mexican Academy through pairing and debating their production vis-á-vis hegemonic Mexican intellectuals and writers, exemplified by the discussion on the notion of the “wound,” where we “paired” Anzaldúa’s notion with the one elaborated by Paz: the wound as bridge or the wound as fatal destiny.

      In this way we articulate the methodologies in process that make sense by the junction of well-known and unknown texts and writers. These include, but are not limited to, teaching our students in the classroom the crossing theories and methodologies of cultural critique provided by both Chicano/a and Latin American writers and scholars. It is through these movidas, as Chela Sandoval proposes, that the students find their voice inside a critical grammar in their writing and are also capable of articulating individual with collective experiences, read known Mexican or Latin American authors in contiguity or paired with Chicano/a Latino/a authors, support and produce new intercultural and socially relevant knowledge through their mostly comparative research projects. The articulation of the student’s own voice and experience in the classroom – by the act of pairing and crossing – enables the emergence of an incipient political subject in society that in understanding him/herself grows concern about the other. The students engage in dialogues of textual production from the other side of the borders, which enables them to contact and understand the crossing articulations of multiple forms of oppression and their historical resistance strategies. That is to say, they learn to situate themselves in history and think of themselves as active agents of social change.

      What these pedagogies of crossing and pedagogies of the double make possible is to take part in the academic and social formation of students, researchers and, moreover, to constitute what Gloria Anzaldúa calls the New Mestiza Subjects, a mixed political subject, who practices a “double,” a border, critical, intercultural citizenship, referred to by Anzaldúa as maneuvers of “inner work and public acts” (Anzaldúa 2002).

      New Mestiz@ Subjects, as Anzaldúa would call inhabitants of El Mundo Zurdo (Anzaldúa 1988: 165), practice a citizenship that produces doubles, maneuvers, critical cooperations as horizontal and radical democratic practices where there is a recognition of the other and where there is a world in which there is room for many worlds: A Mundo Zurdo. This expression is also a grammar of the Zapatistas’ language, “Un mundo donde quepan muchos mundos” [A world where many worlds fit]. Zapatistas and Chicanas travel and traverse our classroom providing us with meaningful discourses, doubling our passions for collaboration and change. The “paired” reading and analyzing of Zapatistas and Chicanas represents another way of teaching from a “double” pedagogical perspective, which has been extremely productive.

      For the purpose of re-presenting the classroom as a situated space for crossing and generating “double” narratives, we present the following simultaneous scenarios that delimit and provide the students the previously defined conceptual frame based on the production of Chicano/a Latino/a knowledge and practices: 1) the borderlands as pedagogical territories and border as a key concept, as a form of cultural critique; 2) resistance in the Mexican Academy to Chicano/a and Latino/a studies as understood in the Anglophone world (which also manifests itself as a wound); 3) several key figures in the gatherings, colloquiums, circulation, and intake of Chicano/a and Latino/a writings, theories, methodologies, and forms of cultural critique in Mexico; and 4) the pedagogies of bordering/crossing disciplines and pedagogies of the double through critical and meaningful practices that have resulted in comparative research projects. In the latter scenario, we will describe some of the effects of the contact, friction, and articulation in the Northern and Southern borderlands not via a traditional path of Chicano/a Latino/a studies per se but rather through the articulation of the situated subject and the body via the “key” concepts of borderlands: border, wound, bridge, double, crossing, decolonization, situated knowledges in our pedagogical maneuvers (movidas) in the curriculum and in the research projects carried out, especially in the Programa Universitario de Estudios de Género, at UNAM. And as Chela Sandoval mentions about this kind of pedagogical gestures “our political and theoretical movidas – revolutionary maneuvers toward a decolonized being, are accessed through situated relations, one of them being love.” (Sandoval 2000: 140)

    

    
      The scenarios

      
        1) Borderlands as wounded territories and border as a key concept

        Two of the most wounded borderlands are Mexico’s southern and northern borders. Zapatistas (living on the southern Mexican border) and Chicanas (on the northern border) as a set of doubles have bridged what the historic and Vasconcelian “mestizaje” (Mignolo, 2005: 156) of making the European cultural root a dominant reference did not: they have made visible and re-articulated the excluded indigenous and Mexican from the other side (the abject Indian) as historical and trans/national subjects.

        In the northern border, we are now seeing the construction of a material and military wall and the strengthening of an imaginary divide between the US, Mexico and Latin American countries and peoples. Between the south and the north of Mexico there is the path walked by the Central and South American migrants who go through Mexican territory escaping poverty and violence from their countries and trying to avoid local military checkpoints to reach their families or their “new” lives in the United States. Many of the immigrants in this path are dying and disappearing as they walk through these wounded territories. These are then the geo-cultural locations we want to address in our classroom: the US-Mexico border and the southern border with Central and South America. In addition to the physical location, the conceptual space we work from in our pedagogies of crossing is that of the borderlands. We draw this from Anzaldúa’s notion of borderlands, the geo-cultural and psychic territories that border unknown limits of contact, interaction and exclusion. Anzaldúa proposes:


        
          The psychological borderlands, the sexual borderlands and the spiritual borderlands are not particular to the Southwest. In fact, the Borderlands are physically present wherever two or more cultures edge each other, where people of different races occupy the same territory, where under, lower, middle, and upper classes touch, where the space between two individuals shrink with intimacy.

          (Anzaldúa 1987: 19)

        

        
Because this notion goes beyond the geographic and the geopolitical, we inscribe it as part of the pedagogical gestures that ultimately allow for the construction of a space of dissent in the classroom by crossing the borders of disciplines, cultures, languages, social class, and racial and ethnic barriers produced by exclusion and racism, issues that Chicano/a and Latino/a scholars have historically addressed in their narratives and theoretical formulations.

        We understand, define, and implement the concept of border in our pedagogical practices as it refers to an act of evidencing inequities, inequalities, resistances, and hidden or explicit negotiations facing and opposing power. We refer here to the acts of localizing the limits, asymmetries, or crossings between hegemonic and counter-hegemonic pedagogical practices. That is to say, we teach via and encourage pedagogical practices that break through epistemological constrictions and propose political pedagogical projects that may be considered queer or that represent an aperture, a rupture, or a fissure to the dominant administration, production and circulation of knowledge. These operations of queering or fracturing the border in our pedagogical practices are the product of friction – tensioning – between demands and needs of survival and representation directly related to: identity (local, global, national, transnational), the pedagogical practices themselves (vernacular, local, or transnational forms of administering knowledge and otherness) and difference (cultural, racial, sexual, gender based, or class based) in hegemonic spaces and languages. This way the borders – and the wounds – carve, represent and are a possibility to cross, to consciousness-raising, to understand who we are in the juncture of migrations, translations, reciprocal readings, the free crossings of ideas, cultural productions and in people’s understanding and crossing processes.

      

      
        2) The Mexican Academy’s tensions with Chicano/a Latino/a studies as understood in the Anglophone world

        In the Mexican Academy there is a silent refusal to engage with cultural studies or area studies frameworks. Here, as in various countries of Latin America, the disciplinary format constitutes – not without some exceptions – the primary framework of study and research. Therefore, even in the historic Latin American Studies undergraduate or graduate programs in the universities, Chicano/a and US Latino/a studies are not integrated as such nor are they considered part of the curricula. This is not to say that there are no research projects carried out on related subjects or academics who take them on in very creative and strategic ways. Paradoxically, considering the institutional neglect, Chicano/a and Latino/a writers are being increasingly read.

        Although during the 1970s and 1980s there were efforts to integrate departments of Chicano/a and US Latino/a studies in the established Mexican Academy, currently they do not exist as such. Nevertheless, what we now have in the Academy are solid forms of long-term efforts and, at the same time, new approaches with different and more effective strategies for the reception of Chicano/a Latino/a scholars who work
in US universities and are in constant dialogue with some of their peers in Mexico and Latin America. In this sense, we must recognize that although Chicano/a and Latino/a literature and studies in Mexico are currently more recognized than before, they have been so only in specific and focalized ways. In the last three decades the UNAM, in particular, has gradually enhanced the discussions on Chicano/a literature, theory, and scholarship. This has been done through several academics: Marina Fe from the former Interdisciplinary Seminar of Feminist Writings (SIEF) and currently a scholar of Comparative Literature at the Humanities (UNAM), Axel Ramírez from the Center of Studies for Foreign Students and the Latin American and Caribbean Research Center (CEPE and CIALC), Claire Joysmith and Nattie Golubov from the Center for Research in North America (CISAN), and a handful of researchers and the director of the University Program in Gender Studies (PUEG).

        Outside UNAM, the Universidad de Colima, Universidad de Guadalajara, the Interdisciplinary Women’s Studies Program (PIEM) at El Colegio de México, some literary publications on Chicana and gender issues at the Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana (UAM), and anthropological publications on Chicano issues at the Escuela Nacional de Antropología e Historia (ENAH) in addition to the Seminario Permanente de Estudios Chicanos y de Frontera have been meeting points and sites of dialogue. For example, there have been two “Border Colloquiums on Women and Mexican and Chicana Literature: Cultures in Contact” that took place at the Colegio de la Frontera Norte in Tijuana, Baja California, Mexico, in 1987 and 1988, both organized by the Programa Interdisciplinario de Estudios de la Mujer at El Colmex, the Colef, UCSD, SDSU, and TU (López-González et al 1990). The Universidad de Colima and Universidad de Guadalajara have also organized sporadic Chicano/a gatherings from 1983 to 1988. These were single, disconnected academic activities that tried to address and understand the axis of Chicano/a knowledge production.

      

      
        3) The key figures in the promotion of Chicano/a Latino/a studies in Mexico

        Although there has been an abyss between Chicano/a and Mexican pedagogical and academic experiences, a gradually increasing interest has been in great part a result of the long-term efforts of the following, now crucial references of Chicano/a and US Latino/a studies or Chicano/a and Latino/a scholarship in Mexico:

        Elena Poniatowska’s Spanish translation of Sandra Cisneros’s The House on Mango Street in 1994 was a major breakthrough in the reading, reception, and recognition of Chicano/a literature in Mexico, especially that which is written by women. This was in part the result of Elena Poniatowska’s projection in the literary scene and the cultural icon she represents in the Mexican mainstream and popular culture as well as an intellectual feminist circle. The translation of Cisneros’s work by Poniatowska breached the invisibility of Chicana literature in the Mexican literary and cultural scene and it brought back the attention to the variety of prolific Chicano/a and US Latino/a authors and scholars during the 1990s. Poniatowska lucidly states:


        
          The Chicanas … crossed the three thousand kilometers of the border that separates us from the richest country of the world with La Virgen de Guadalupe, La Malinche, La Llorona, and La Coatlicue on their backs and here they gave these figures a value and significance that did not exist before. The Chicanas cross borders. That is what they do best. That is what they have done all their lives: cross borders. They give us back our roots, they make us go to the source, they point at our deepest values, the most ancient ones and they make them essential to us.

          (Poniatowska 1995: 45, our translation)

        

        
Axel Ramírez was the first and only chair of the now non-existent Department of Chicano Studies in the Center for Teaching Foreign Students, CEPE (Centro de Estudios para Extranjeros) at UNAM during the 1980s. It was during his time at the CEPE and under his direction that a series of Chicano-Mexican Colloquiums and Chicano Gatherings in Mexico took place (in 1977, 1983, 1987, 1988, and 1993). He is now the only researcher at the Center for Research on Latin America and the Caribbean CIALC at UNAM whose line of work is specifically about Chicanos/as and Latinos/as. He has worked on specific subjects such as Chicanos and the Mexican Revolution; Chicanos, Hispanics, and Latinos in the United States; Latino as a cultural category; and migration from Latin America to the United States. On the subject of Chicano literature in Mexico, Ramírez sustains that:


        
          Until the Mexican readers accept the Chicano literature in all its intensity and content, and leave behind any prejudices, only then will this literature actually become part of their consciousness and will also help them define themselves as Mexicans in a more plural way.

          (Ramírez 2000: 36)

        

        
Claire Joysmith’s main research is on Chicano/a and Latino/a literature, Mexico-US transborder cultural and identity issues, and cultural and linguistic translation. She organized the “Chicana Colloquium and the Mexicana and Chicana Writers Meeting” at UNAM in 1993, and the “International Colloquium: Nepantla Aesthetics. La Espina del Nopal en el Corazón. Escritura y Representación Chicanas” with Sandra Cisneros as a special guest in 2011. She is the editor and co-editor of several publications on Chicana writings, testimonies, and translations. She has been a key player in the production, translation into Spanish and circulation of Chicana literary texts and interviews. She has interviewed Gloria Anzaldúa, Norma Cantú, Ana Castillo, Lucha Corpi, and Helena Maria Viramontes. One distinct strategy practiced by Joysmith is her effort in publishing bilingual, English-Spanish, Chicana texts, and also producing a space for Spanglish as a literary and textual form in the Mexican Academy, since the 1990s. On this topic Joysmith states:


        
          It is language, that passport, which allows and legitimizes the crossings of multiple border-lines. It allows us to play with and against borders of the signified. It is the articulated voice that allows us to create and perceive the self-representation.

          (Joysmith 1995: 13)

        

        Marisa Belausteguigoitia holds a PhD in ethnic studies with an emphasis on Chicano/a studies from the University of California at Berkeley. Since a comparative dissertation project at UC Berkeley on Chicana silences in their literature and Zapatista voices intheir social movement, and knowing the lack of and scattered reception of Chicano/a literature in Mexico, she has played the role of a key and strategic academic advocate of Chicano/a thought and inquiry by introducing the literature and scholarly work of Chicanos/as and US Latinos/as into the Mexican Academy via her research and teaching in the Latin American Studies Department, the Department of Education at the Humanities, and now also throughout the University Graduate Programs in the Social Sciences and the Humanities through graduate seminars offered by the University Program in Gender Studies, PUEG, and its Certification Program on Feminist Cultural Critique. It is important to note that the PUEG has become a hub for teaching, learning, research, and exchange on subjects of Chicano/a literature and scholarly work at UNAM and in Mexico. For seven consecutive years, the PUEG has organized the Colloquiums entitled “Las Güeras y las Prietas” from 2004 to 2010, a direct reference to the now classic essays of Gloria Anzaldúa and Cherríe Moraga, “La Prieta” and “La Güera” (Moraga and Anzaldúa 1983).

        These colloquia have served as platforms and sites of dialogue about race, class, and gender in Mexico because they have echoed and crossed the discussions launched by Chicana feminists and women of color in the US. It was in the third edition of this colloquium in 2006 that the subject was specifically “Chicanas, Mexicanas and Indigenous Women: Constructing an Intercultural Society from Narrative, Literary Criticism and Culture,” and the leading Chicana literary critic Norma Alarcón was one of the main speakers of the event. This colloquium had the purpose of touching on two of the outlines of the Mexican national identity, the Chicano and the Indigenous identities, as well as to promote the culture and literary production of these two peoples (Olvera 2006). The publication of Güeras y Prietas: Género y raza en la construcción de mundos nuevos documented a selection of the reflections that took place in some of the colloquiums. This text incorporated the discussions on the epistemological and theoretical concepts offered by Anzaldúa to Mexican feminist studies and cultural and literary critique and one can observe the powerful and transformative impact Anzaldúa’s Borderlands has in the pedagogical experience offer the students in the classroom: the uprising of the learning subject (the student) to take on theory, narrative and cultural critique as sharp tools to comprehend his/her own oppressive reality and gain a “new mestizo/a consciousness” to transform that reality.

        What we have experienced in Mexico, more than the format of “Chicano/a or Latino/a Studies,” is the incorporation in the curricula of particular authors with their theoretical and conceptual propositions. Norma Alarcón, Chela Sandoval, Sandra Cisneros, and Gloria Anzaldúa are authors that are beginning to be read in the Mexican classroom as part of a complex and powerful cultural theory that crosses borders. These authors are read because their narratives are centered on race, gender, and sexuality, vexed experiences and knowledge. They are read in particular classroom experiences “paired” with Mexican or Latino writers (such as Rosario Castellanos and Subcomandante Marcos), mainly coming from the fields of art, culture, and literature. The latter is a space which has given narrative
account of the experiences and history of racial exclusion in a way that resembles or “talks to” as a reply (replica) of what is experienced as social and gender exclusion. For example, authors (doubles) such as Castellanos and Anzaldúa may be read together in order to offer frameworks of intelligibility to the sort of pain and confusion emanating from racist, sexist, and misogynist cultural practices, especially those inflicted upon women and indigenous people as seen in Borderlands/La Frontera and Balún Canán, Castellanos’s novel.

      

      
        4) Alternative paths to crossings – maneuvers: Pedagogies of the double

        As we have mentioned, the effects of the contact, friction, and articulation in the Northern and Southern borderlands in Mexico are not via a traditional path of Chicano/a US Latino/a studies per se but rather via our pedagogical movidas (Sandoval 2000) or maneuvers in the curriculum and the methodologies, the classroom, with our students and their research projects.

        What we understand as such pairing pedagogies is a set of strategic and effective pedagogical gestures that foster a transnational reading of border thinkers via constructs of “doubles” (Piglia 2005) as points of juncture and affiliation, as a strategy to induce the reading of intellectuals, writers, social movements, artists, unknown or neglected through the deconstruction of the “legitimate” or original. In this sense the pedagogy of the double represents the possibility of reading in pairs and both ways, north and south, US and Mexico-Latin America, canonic and non-canonical writers, artists, performers, theorists, intellectuals, and critical thinkers who have challenged, revisited, and proposed repaired notions of citizenship, identity, rights, enfranchisement, sexuality, and nationality. In opposition to a dominant pedagogy that devours the very same subjects it wishes to format homogeneously, this pedagogy of the double is realized heterogeneously through the exchange of texts, concepts, demands, histories, and historical accounts “from below” aspiring to re-elaborate another narrative that accounts for a plural and diverse society.

        A foundational example of transnational practice and dialogue on pedagogies of the double is that which takes place in the theoretical exchange between Chicana theorist, Norma Alarcón and Mexican academic Marisa Belausteguigoitia. The point of departure of these pedagogies was the comparison and analysis of Gloria Anzaldúa and Subcomandante Marcos – as doubles, this pairing allowed for the reading and appropriation of Anzaldúa in our classroom.

        There are also other examples of how the PUEG at UNAM has been strategic in encouraging and supporting students’ research projects that display the operations of both pedagogies of crossing and pedagogies of the double: 1) A Mexican undergraduate student in International Relations at the Faculty of Superior Studies, FES, UNAM, Gerardo Mejía, recently completed his thesis on “The critique of the national discourses situated at the geocultural borders: the intervention of Chicana narrative as an example of the construction of new identities”. 2) A Colombian doctoral student in pedagogy at UNAM, Selen Arango, is carrying out a comparative dissertation study of feminine formation in Colombia and the Chicano/a US through formative novels written by Colombian writer Maria Helena Uribe de Estrada and Chicana writer Ana Castillo. The study examines the two respective novels of
the authors through the double lens of female-bildungsroman and feminist cultural studies. 3) A Xicana doctoral visiting student, Cristina Serna, from the Chicano/a Studies Department at UC Santa Barbara, is doing a research stay to conclude her dissertation in which she examines the visual art and activism of queer Chicana and Mexicana feminist artists on both sides of the US-Mexico border, Celia Herrera and Jesusa Rodriguez. She analyzes their political organizing strategies, visual narratives, and artistic forms, and demonstrates how they challenge male-centered and hetero-normative ideologies that circumscribe the ways in which their bodies, sexualities, and desires can be represented or expressed in the visual and social realms. 4) A Xicana doctoral visiting student, Sonia Mariscal, from the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign History Department, is doing research for her dissertation on “Trans-national Feminism in the Americas: 1964–94. Taking back History and Memory: Chicanas, Fem Magazine and Feminism in the Americas,” a comparative study on the mutual influences Chicana and Latinoamericana feminists have had on each other. 5) A Mexicana doctoral candidate in Sociology and Feminist Cultural Critique at UNAM María del Socorro Gutiérrez Magallanes is writing her dissertation on Chicana and Latin American political autobiographies: the lives, autobiographical writings and utopian political projects of Chicana writer Gloria Anzaldúa and Salvadorean poet Roque Dalton. In this comparative dissertation she reviews the different cultural contexts the authors emerge from, Aztlán (the Borderlands) and Cuzcatlán (El Salvador), and their social and political processes, the women of color feminist movement in the US and the formation of a politically committed intellectual from the underground armed struggle in El Salvador. She points to the contrapunto and lateral textual reading of the works Borderlands and Pobrecito Poeta que era yo as a possible convergence in their autobiographical and political writings by a double operation in her cultural critique: the decolonial epistemological shift proposed by the authors themselves, and the decolonial methodological shift proposed by the exercise of the feminist cultural critique in the comparative study itself.

        In doing the above through Chicano/a Latino/a authors, and other Latin American authors, the UNAM fosters a space for students to understand how power dynamics and epistemological frameworks operate in the fields of academia, find their voices and identify their potentials for a new subjectivity, and empower them with academic tools for critique. These are our teaching and learning processes in order to raise consciousness, raise the voices in our transnational classrooms, cross disciplines, cross borders, and heal the wounded territories of the borderlands in the North, in the South and in between. This is how we read and are receptive of the Chicano/a, Latino/a and Latin American voices, letters, theories, methodologies, pedagogies, epistemologies, and worldviews in Mexico.

        In closing, we cannot say that there exists a Chicano/a US Latino/a studies framework in Mexican academia but we can sure trace a record of how scholarly work of Chicanos/as and Latinos/as has enhanced the debates and discussions on literary criticism, critical theories, and radical epistemologies and methodologies. Although the dialogues established in Mexico with such scholarly work have historically been insufficient, recently they are taking place in more creative and strategic ways through pedagogy, translation, literature, cultural studies, gender studies, and feminist cultural critique. Chicano/a and Latino/a voices and words have come back to
“talk to” our students directly in the Mexican classrooms. They have come back to our classrooms to make sujetos alzados (uprising subjects) of the atravesados (the troublesome) by giving volume to their voices, materiality, and autoconsciencia (self-consciousness), and value to their experiences. They have and are now here to talk back and to help all of us return to each other’s roots, by building bridges that traverse and caress our wounds.
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LATINO/A LITERATURE IN WESTERN EUROPE

    
      Frauke Gewecke
    

    
      Nearly two centuries ago, Goethe, in his conversations with Eckermann, coined a term of long-lasting resonance: “Weltliteratur” or world literature as “the universal possession of mankind, revealing itself everywhere and at all times in hundreds and hundreds of men.” And he continued: “I therefore like to look about me in foreign nations, and advise everyone to do the same” (Eckermann 1930: 165). According to Goethe, the “epoch of World-literature” was a desideratum to be attained by the increasing communication among nations; for Marx and Engels it was a historically inevitable outcome: “In place of the old local and national seclusion and self-sufficiency, we have intercourse in every direction, universal interdependence of nations. … National onesidedness and narrowmindedness become more and more impossible, and from the numerous national and local literatures there arises a world-literature” (Marx 1932: 325). But Weltliteratur, as understood traditionally, is not an innocent term, as it designates a particular set or archive of works as “classics” or “masterpieces” endowed with a particular prestige or authoritative weight grounded on normative and highly selective value criteria.

      In Europe, the commonly prevailing cultural politics of granting canonical status from a Eurocentric perspective have been criticized since the early 1960s by the influential French comparatist René Étiemble, who denounced the “scandalous disproportion” (1975: 23) between (Western) Europe and other parts of the world. However, the most acerbic canon debates were held in the United States during the 1980s and early 1990s as part of the so-called “culture wars,” a controversy that not only reshaped and widened the national canon but also changed the frames of reference adopted by the academic community worldwide. While Harold Bloom, in his best-selling work The Western Canon, insisted on “defending the autonomy of the aesthetic [which] is irreducible to ideology or to metaphysics” (1994: 10) and maintained aesthetic “supremacy” for “the wealth of Western literary tradition” (1994: 8), others in the United States rejected the exclusive criteria of intrinsic qualities, focusing instead on the function literature may have in a specific historical context, thus embracing the national reality of multiculturalism and pluralism. For these critics, “the shaping of the new canon was now seen as a battle-ground for social and
political contention” (D’haen 2011: 27), privileging as criterion for inclusion the representativeness of a given work. And Paul Lauter, editor of the groundbreaking Heath Anthology of American Literature, in part “guided by how a text engages concerns central to the period in which it was written as well as to the overall development of American culture,” argued that it was now possible to value the once marginalized minority literatures and thus “study the diverse and changing cultures of America” (1990: xxxv). Meanwhile, in the United States Latino/a authors, even if only those considered particularly “marketable,” have become part of the mainstream publishing industry, and Latino studies have been institutionalized in the academy. In Europe, not surprisingly, things are quite different; nevertheless, the European strategies of Latino “transatlantic” translation are an engaging story to tell.

    

    
      The institutional context

      Particular academic interest in Latino/a and, in the first place, Chicano/a literature arose in Europe in the 1980s, due to the emergence of cultural and postcolonial studies and the obsession with identity politics and “border” phenomena as a response to the impact of globalization and constant migrant flows. A considerable degree of ambivalence with regard to the reception of US Latino/a and, in general, minority cultures was caused by the fact that several European countries – Great Britain, France, and Germany – had to cope with their own immigrant minorities, with the general public not readily inclined to assimilate the idea of living in a pluralistic society. Those interested in the experience of multiculturalism and the writings of second- or third-generation descendants of Caribbean, Maghrebian, or Turkish immigrants were able to focus from a comparative perspective on multi-ethnic realities – a circumstance that prompted members of the Society for the Study of the Multi-Ethnic Literature of the United States (MELUS) to found, in 1998, the Society for Multi-Ethnic Studies: Europe and the Americas (MESEA). On the other hand, US Latino/a literature (written in English) had to compete precisely with the emergent “ethnic” literatures of Great Britain, the “New English” or “Commonwealth literature,” which may explain the minor attention given to Latino/a studies in British academia.

      Latino/a writers may indeed be introduced into the curricula of “English studies,” which may embrace all literatures written in English, or “American studies,” which focuses on the literary production of the United States. Spanish or Latin American departments concentrate on literature written in Spanish, although departments studying Latino/a literature written in English are to be found notably in Germany with students who generally are more familiar with English texts than students in other European countries outside Great Britain, as German schooling favors English as the first foreign language. However, the scope and range of Latino/a authors and texts in university curricula, which do not stipulate specific schedules, depend, generally speaking, on the interest and initiative of the lecturer concerned. Of particular interest may be the aesthetic quality of a given text or its socio-political function within a given community; in any case, Latino/a studies occupy essentially a niche in
academic teaching. More encouraging prospects are offered for graduate and PhD students by specialized scholarship in research centers that focus on interdisciplinary and intercultural studies. And even more propitious for the dissemination of Latino/a culture on an institutional level have been and continue to be the numerous international conferences held in various European countries, with the valuable personal involvement of Chicano/a scholars such as María Herrera-Sobek, Francisco Lomelí, and Juan Bruce-Novoa.

      In Spain there has been particular interest in Latino/a (or “Hispanic”) culture, primarily on the part of scholars adopting a “revisionist agenda” with reference to the American canon debate, as stated by the editors of the volume presenting the papers of the conference organized in 1997 by the University of Castile-La Mancha, Narratives of Resistance: Literature and Ethnicity in the United States and the Caribbean: “The articles we present resist not only the politics of traditional canon formation but the politics of cultural nationalism as well; they challenge the margins as well as the center” (Manzanas and Benito 1999: 16). Conferences held might thus focus on any author or text and embrace all manifestations of the “Literary Legacies of the New Americans” (University of Huelva, 1999) or even broaden their scope in order to comprehend the cultures of the whole hemisphere, “las Américas” (University of León, 1998). However, no events did more for the dissemination of Latino/a, and particularly Chicano/a, literature in Spain than the biannual conferences on Chicano/a literature, held since 1998, with the last one organized in 2010 by the University of León and the next one to be held in 2012 in Toledo.

      Many of these activities have been initiated by José Antonio Gurpegui, the most influential among Spanish scholars of “American studies” dealing with Latino/a cultures, head of the dynamic “Instituto Franklin” at the University of Alcalá, who serves as president of the Asociación Española para el Diálogo y Estudio de las Culturas Hispanas en Estados Unidos and edits the interdisciplinary review Camino Real: Estudios de las Hispanidades Norteamericanas. Other Spanish scholars have been largely involved with other Latino/a communities: Antonia Domínguez Miguela and Laura Alonso Gallo (University of Huelva), besides working on specific gender-related issues, studied writers of the Puerto Rican diaspora and Cuban- as well as Dominican-born authors. Others, in turn, concentrate on more inclusive topics such as transnationalism, multiculturalism, and hybridity in the borderlands, the research priorities of Ana María Manzanas Calvo (University of Salamanca).

      The first important conference on “Hispanic Cultures and Identities in the United States” held in France was organized in 1986 by the University of Paris VII. The most salient activities in this area, developed during the 1990s, would be centered, however, at the University Michel de Montaigne-Bordeaux III, promoted by three eminent scholars: Élyette Benjamin-Labarthe, Yves-Charles Grandjeat, and Christian Lerat, who with Écritures hispaniques aux États-Unis: Mémoire et mutations presented in 1990 (with the collaboration of Serge Ricard) the most important monographic study of Latino/a literatures published during those years in Europe. Four years later they organized a widely attended international conference on the “Cultures d’Amérique latine aux États-Unis,” which was the subject of another, equally compelling joint publication (Benjamin-Labarthe et al 1995). Meanwhile, these scholars concentrate on other topics, with the exception of Élyette Benjamin-Labarthe, who continues her
teaching and research on Chicano/a issues, now mainly oriented towards theater and cinema. Since the turn of the century the (relative) dynamics of French Latino/a studies, centered on Chicano/a cultural studies – with reference only to some women writers other than Chicanas (such as Cristina García, Julia Alvarez, Dolores Prida) – seem to be more prone to occasional, more comprehensive events, such as the international conference on “Imagined Communities, Recuperated Homelands,” held in March 2011 at the University of Strasbourg, which focused on borders and borderlands in a transnational perspective, including Canadian authors and allowing only slight attention to Latino/a literature written by female authors.

      In Germany, the development and outlook of Latino/a studies is very similar to other European countries, although the output of pertinent publications, articles as well as monographic studies (in English or German), differs considerably in scope and number. As from the 1980s, the main interest of German scholars was in researching Chicano/a literature in the context of topical border/identity politics (hence the particular concern with Gloria Anzaldúa’s Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza, 1987) and in relation to the specific historical moment of the Chicano Movement (hence the particular interest in the “foundational fictions” of the Chicano Renaissance). The literature of the Nuyoricans, Cubans/Cuban-Americans and Dominicans/Dominican-Americans was discovered with some delay, special regard being given to women authors, as a large number of female scholars made it into the academy. The first international conference on Chicano/a literature was held in 1984, followed in 1990 by a second conference, both organized by Renate von Bardeleben at the University of Mainz/Germersheim and resulting from special relationships with the University of California at Santa Barbara. A particular highlight of this transatlantic cooperation is the collection US Latino Literatures and Cultures: Transnational Perspectives (2000), drafted and edited by Francisco A. Lomelí and Karin Ikas, as it focuses not only on literary topics, but comprises a wide range of (mainly Chicano/a) cultural production such as film, music, lowriding, graffiti, and food.

      Many of the pioneers in German Latino/a studies are found among the contributors: Heiner Bus (University of Bamberg), Horst Tonn (University of Tübingen), Markus Heide (Humboldt University of Berlin), names which must be added with those of Wolfgang Binder and Harald Zapf (University of Erlangen-Nürnberg), who particularly dedicated themselves to the study of Puerto Rican mainland authors. As in German universities there are usually no strict regulations on syllabi, all these scholars, when drawing up their courses, were/are free to choose from the whole spectrum of Latino/a culture. The only “canonical” writers are, as reading lists suggest, Rudolfo Anaya with Bless Me, Ultima and Sandra Cisneros with The House on Mango Street, apparently considered as paradigmatic for Latino/a or, more precisely, Chicano/a literature. As already noted, the assignment of courses in Latino/a Studies (or other minority studies) depends on personal initiative, not being institutionalized in the academia – with one exception: the Chair for Minority Studies at the University of Leipzig, which is held by Gabriele Pisarz-Ramirez, specialist of Chicano/a literature in the transnational context of identity formation.

      At first glance, the creation of this chair in 2010 seems to be a first step toward the possible institutionalization of US ethnic studies in Germany, but this would hardly
benefit Latino/a studies, as they are more and more outweighed by African-American studies and, to a lesser degree, Native American studies. Generally speaking, one has to realize that in Germany, after the “border hype” of the 1990s, the interest in Latino/a and especially Chicano/a literature decreased considerably. Instead, there was an increase in interdisciplinary research groups and graduate schools, which are particularly favored by funding programs and which focus more on Inter-American or hemispheric studies. The most dynamic institution working in this direction is the University of Bielefeld with its MA program in Inter-American studies and the research group “E Pluribus Unum? Ethnic Identities in Transnational Integration Processes in the Americas” (2008–9), headed by Sebastian Thies and Josef Raab, whose multiple activities led to the establishment, in 2009, of the International Association of Inter-American Studies (IAS/EIA).

      Particularly during the 1990s Germany turned out to be the most productive site of Latino/a studies in Europe, followed by Spain and France. However, several scholars from other European countries should be mentioned who, without a direct link to institutionalized programs or research groups, are nonetheless committed to the subject: in Great Britain, Thea Pitman (University of Leeds), who focuses on Chicano/a cinema and Latino/a cyberculture; in Belgium, Rita De Maeseneer (University of Antwerp) and Sarah Meuleman (University of Leuven), who work on diverse Latino/a topics; and in Norway, Lene M. Johannessen, who centers her research on literatures and theories of Chicano/a migration and cultural hybridity.

    

    
      The publishing market

      The European academic or professional reader of Latino/a literature, even if in an eccentric position, is supposed to be acquainted – or able and willing to acquaint him/herself – with its specific function and context of origin. This does not necessarily apply to the general public or market reader, who in the first instance depends on paratextual clues such as titles, series titles, and back cover information, resorting perhaps to reviews in newspapers and magazines. This ancillary information may help to orient the reader when faced with a (fictional) reality basically distant and unfamiliar, a reality that may be perceived in different ways: as marked by – fascinating or repulsive – difference or susceptible to be assimilated to the reader’s own vital experience, thus potentially obliterating the specificity of a given text (and reality). Pertinent information as to the reader’s assessment or expectations can only be obtained on detours, first and foremost by means of investigating the book market and respective publishing policies, whose strategies may – and frequently do – anticipate the reader’s response.

      As already mentioned, the inclusion of authors in university curricula depends on personal initiative and inclination, with any one of the wide range of Latinos/as as potential candidates. As to research, however, priority is given on the one hand to the “foundational fictions” of the Chicano Renaissance – the “Quinto Sol Generation” as represented by Tomás Rivera, Rudolfo Anaya, and Rolando Hinojosa – and on the other hand to female writers, who dominated the literary scene in the United States from the 1980s: among the Chicanas often studied, besides the inevitable
Gloria Anzaldúa, are Ana Castillo, Sandra Cisneros, Cherríe Moraga, and Helena María Viramontes; among the Latinas of Caribbean descent are Julia Alvarez, Cristina García, Judith Ortiz Cofer, and Esmeralda Santiago. A quite different picture emerges, though, with regard to the publishing market in Europe.

      As to the “Quinto Sol Generation,” neither Rivera’s … y no se lo tragó la tierra/… And the Earth Did Not Devour Him (1971) nor Hinojosa’s many volumes of the “Klail City Death Trip Series” have been marketed in Europe, with one peculiar exception for Hinojosa, whose Klail City y sus alrededores, second installment of the series and in 1976 winner of the Cuban “Casa de las Américas” award for best novel, had the benefit of a German translation published early in 1980 in East Germany (and reprinted one year later by a West German publisher). The reason may be that those works, because of their context-bound communal function, were considered as to be too locally inflected and politically involved with a countercultural movement that, by the 1990s, when European publishing houses finally discovered the marketability of Latino/a authors, had essentially lost its impetus. Only Rudolfo Anaya received a European-wide diffusion with Bless Me, Ultima, with translations also into Italian and Portuguese (and two different translations into German), being for European readers the prime example of an exciting “ethnic” literature, which presented the exotic Other in a mythical and magical universe in time with the general esoteric hype. Particularly for the German publishers of Anaya, “ethnic” literature in the vein of Bless Me, Ultima seemed to offer a powerful formula to attract readers. They released – which was unique in Europe – three more novels by Anaya: besides Alburquerque, Zia Summer and Rio Grande Fall, two of his mystery novels, were promoted in the context of a large-scale ethno-marketing, not omitting (as the cover blurb of Alburquerque notes) the “colored style, which partakes much of the magical realism of the great Latin American writers.”

      In Anaya’s mystery novels – starring Sonny Baca, a detective equipped with mythical qualities and magical power, who eventually is initiated, with the help of his nagual, as a shaman – the strategies of the detective genre only serve as a pretext to provide the reader with lessons in (New Mexican) spiritualism and (European) esotericism (Gewecke 2005: 79–81). The affinity with the much celebrated García Márquez and “magical realism” offered a welcome marketing strategy for other Latino authors too. The most obvious case is Ana Castillo’s novel So Far from God, with its German title changed into Das Wunderhaus der Sofi García (The House of Wonders of Sofi García), a prime example of what Frances R. Aparicio (1997) termed “hegemonic (self)tropicalization”: a set of tropes and images denoting an essentialized exotic otherness and creating “an ersatz artistic ‘authenticity’” (Martín-Rodríguez 2003: 124). In the United States, Castillo’s novel was promoted as even superior to its Latin American precursors, since it staged a “homegrown magic realism” (Gewecke 2003: 523–25); and the book illuminates what Ellen McCracken labeled a “profitable postmodern ethnic commodity,” sameness being “not as marketable” as difference (1999: 4–5). Thus “difference” seemed to be for most European reviewers the trademark particularly of novels written by Latinas, highlighting their “Latin flair and flavor” with a colorful sensuousness and exuberance.

      Nevertheless, not all Latina authors who in their communities hold a canonical status and/or entered into the US mainstream were favored in Europe with due
attention. Gloria Anzaldúa’s pivotal Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza only had an Italian translation, the initiative of a peripheral publishing house that promoted the text as part of its series called “Sui confini delle differenze.” Completely absent are Cherríe Moraga as well as Judith Ortiz Cofer, whereas other Latina writers – particularly in Spain and Germany, absolutely not in France – capitalized on the interest of the (predominantly female) readers for gender-related or feminist issues abundantly dealt with in numerous Latina coming-of-age novels and cross-generational sagas centered on bold and courageous women. Most widely disseminated and for diverse reasons extolled in many review articles have been the novels of Cristina García, Julia Alvarez, and Sandra Cisneros. Those of García were praised essentially for their “touches of magic realism;” as the reviewer of The Observer (10 August 1997) notes: “To say that anyone who enjoys [García] Márquez should read it is a measure of its quality.” Among the novels of Julia Alvarez, special attention was paid to In the Time of the Butterflies, which was appreciated for its universal appeal, as it demonstrates “how everyone can one day find the courage to go beyond himself, to ward off errors and doubts, only because a fight seems just to him” (Lire, 1 July 2003). Nobody received more attention and praise, though, than Sandra Cisneros, who has continually been cited and interviewed, whose first novel The House on Mango Street is the most prevalent Latino text not only in the United States but also in Europe, and whose long-awaited second novel Caramelo, or Puro Cuento was predicted by the reviewer of El País (5 July 2003) to become nothing less than the “bible of Chicano culture.”

      Most translation and editorial activities were done during the 1990s, a decade that experienced a kind of mini boom in Latino literature, due to the Pulitzer Prize being awarded in 1990 to Oscar Hijuelos for his novel The Mambo Kings Play Songs of Love. In Europe, and particularly in Great Britain, the novel immediately gained high media attention. Some critics praised it as “an amazing book, the freshest and most haunting,” the reviewer confessed, he had read “in ages” (The Guardian, 29 March 1990). Others severely criticized the book’s obsession with sexuality, the “brute eroticism” underlying “the cliché-like conjuration of the two Cuban heroes’s machismo and melancholia” (Die Zeit, 26 April 1991). In the following years one or another of Hijuelos’s novels have been published in a German, French, or Spanish translation, but without reviewers taking much notice and dealing seriously with its merits or its flaws, commenting on little else but “the glossy sexuality that has become his trademark” (The Guardian, 22 December 1995).

      In the wake of Hijuelos’s award-winning success, which in Europe ensured an increased interest in Latino/a literature, one could have expected that some publishers would catch up on titles neglected in the past. However, they continued to disregard both the Chicanos of the “Quinto Sol Generation” as well as the following “Lost Generation” and the Nuyoricans such as Nicholasa Mohr and, most regrettable, Piri Thomas, whose autobiography Down These Mean Streets was to shape the style of (Neo-)Nuyorican “ghetto literature” (a Spanish version, published in New York by Vintage Books, barely circulated on the Spanish market). Much publicized were, instead, two novels which followed the path sketched out by Piri Thomas: Spidertown by Abraham Rodríguez, praised as a “fascinating and brilliant social environment study” (SonntagsZeitung, 1 March 1998), and Bodega Dreams by Ernesto
Quiñonez, which is likewise recommended for its effet du réel, “dismantling an entire system that weighs down the individual destinies and nourishes a collective nightmare” (L’Humanité, 7 January 2003). Both works were credited with creating a genuine and authentic portrayal of a world imbued by inhibition, frustration, and violence, written in an authoritative voice by insiders who knew exactly what they were talking or writing about.

      Authority and authenticity were equally ascribed to two other newcomers, Francisco Goldman and Junot Díaz, as exposed in review articles that now tried to comprehend the contextual dimensions of the given work, transcending mere stereotyping or exotic othering. Both authors, it is true, have been associated with the (apparently still appealing) “magic realism,” according to one reviewer virtually “updated” by Junot Díaz, who created, in his novel The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, “a magic realism of the third millennium, Gabriel García Márquez on speed” (Die Zeit, 12 March 2009). However, both writers – Francisco Goldman, particularly thanks to his second novel The Ordinary Seaman, Junot Díaz on account of his debut novel and his short story collection Drown – have essentially been acclaimed, besides their aesthetic qualities, for their documentary attitude and ethics of compromise with history and reality. Thus reviewers in Europe – and the general readership who supposedly follows their judgement and advice – abandoned the “mindless celebration of difference for its own sake” (Henry Louis Gates Jr in D’haen 2011: 30), opting instead for a point of view privileged by David Damrosch when discussing the nature and function of canonical works or world literature: literature “that would serve as windows into foreign worlds” (Damrosch 2003: 15).

      Junot Díaz received the Pulitzer Prize for The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao in 2008, less than 20 years after Oscar Hijuelos, whose success was followed by an unprecedented European concern for Latino/a literature. Trying to launch, with Junot Díaz as top seller, another Latino/a boom on the European book market would be most expedient, but in fact inconceivable, as the great majority of the titles once translated and published are actually out of print, the publishing houses complying with the dictates of global consumerism and mass-market consumption. For Latino/a authors there never has been and never will be a chance to be included in the (Western) canon of a traditionally conceived Weltliteratur. Nevertheless they are part of world literature when one follows the reader-centered definition of David Damrosch: “World literature is not a set canon of texts but a mode of reading: a form of detached engagement with worlds beyond our own place and time” (2003: 281).
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LATINO/A LITERARY STUDIES IN SIBERIA

    
      Elena Nakaznaya
    

    
      Recent global challenges, growing migration, and openness of borders have increased the number of multicultural and multilingual communities. Inspired by such communities, literary phenomena acknowledge and reveal diverse intersections of cultural traditions. US Latino/a literature reflects contemporary sociocultural realities, presents a developing field, and attracts more and more academic interest.

      It is no surprise that Trans-Baikal researchers’ interest in US Latino/a literature studies is growing. Russia and the US are multiethnic and multilingual countries. Siberia is a part of Russia in North Asia, extending from the Ural Mountains to the Pacific. Southeastern Siberia is also called the Trans-Baikal Region, or the Zabaikalsky Krai. Scholars draw cultural and sociological parallelism between the Southeast of Siberia and the Southwest of the US (Voronchenko 2000; Baranova 2006; Stephanovich 2006). Geographically, the Siberian Southeast is the place where the Russian border with Mongolia and China lies. This territory of Russia has always been characterized by demographic diversification. It is a space of constant intercultural exchange and crossings, an area inhabited by many nationalities and ethnic groups. Economic, political, sociocultural, and linguistic aspects of Trans-Baikal borderlands are subjects of active discussions at annual conferences and forums. Cultural and literary parallels drawn between Russia and the US define new perspectives for comparative studies, building up a dialogue and revising former assumptions.

      According to a widely spread hypothesis, the first people came to America from Asia (Vasilyev et al 2009). They arrived by walking across a broad “land bridge” where the Bering Strait now separates Siberia and Alaska. They were the people whom Christopher Columbus later called “Indians.” In 1787, Thomas Jefferson reflected on similarities between Indians and peoples of Eastern Asia and a possibility of their Asian heritage. An urge to learn about their ancestors makes US Latino/a authors explore their genealogy and study the history of cultures. This search for roots may draw them to faraway places and lead them to unexpected discoveries as it happens in Chicano in China (1984) written by Mexican-American writer Rudolfo Anaya (Voronchenko 2006). In this book he tries to establish points of intersection between Chicanos and Asians and finds commonalities in their mythological
thinking, like the sacrality of the number four as the foundation of the universe and the importance of the center as a model of the fifth continent of the world. Border writing in the US embraces analogies that remind us of common historical grounds for the cultures that seem rather distant from each other at first sight.

      US Latino/a studies in Siberia is centered around the Institute of Philology and Crosscultural Communications at Zabaikalsky State University in Chita, Russia, headed by Tatyana Voronchenko. In 1995, she pioneered US Latino/a studies in Trans-Baikal and established a school to unite scholars, graduate and undergraduate students involved in research on literatures that are representative of different ethnic groups in the US and Siberia. Dissertations prepared by the representatives of this school have introduced many new names in American literature to the Russian academy. On the one hand, to be aware of modern literary trends and developments, graduate students analyze works by border theorists and US Latino/a critics. On the other hand, they have a chance to select works from a wide range of Mexican-American, Puerto Rican, Dominican-American, Cuban-American, and other US Latino/a authors. They are not limited in their choices, which vary from works by well-established authors such as Rudolfo Anaya, Sandra Cisneros, Judith Ortiz Cofer, Julia Alvarez, and Cristina García to emerging US Latino/a voices.

      Researchers from Trans-Baikal work closely with other scholars in Russia, especially with Alexander Vaschenko, chair of the Department of Comparative Literature and Cultural Studies at Moscow State University. His articles and the book America Argues with America: Ethnic Literatures in the USA, written in 1998, were among the first publications in Russia that focused attention on works by the authors of diverse ethnic identities in the US and informed approaches for further analysis. Vaschenko chairs the panel “Ethnic Literatures of the USA” at the annual conference of the Russian Society of American Culture Studies at Moscow State University, where researchers from Trans-Baikal regularly present papers devoted to US Latino/a literary studies. Close scientific cooperation of Trans-Baikal scholars with colleagues from Belarus (Yuri Stulov, chair of the World Literature Department at Minsk State Linguistics University) results in joint projects, publication in American Studies Yearbook and conferences that contribute to further conceptual discussions.

      Tatyana Voronchenko’s monograph At the Crossroads of the Worlds: Mexican-American Phenomenon in American Literature is the most significant contribution in Russia devoted to the Mexican-American literary tradition. Published by Moscow State University in 1992, the book employs a diachronic approach that allows the author to depict the first images of Mexican-Americans in the folklore of the Southwest and surveys the evolution of the image of Mexican-Americans in literature. In the heroic genre of corridos, one of the important folkloric traditions that represent models of resistance to Anglo authority and Anglo literary styles, Voronchenko finds an impressive collective image of a fighter for his own rights and the rights of the members of his community. The researcher traces the literary images of Mexican-Americans in works by American writers of the nineteenth–twentieth centuries: Francis Bret Harte, Hamlin Garland, Jack London, John Steinbeck, and others. She concludes that the analyzed folklore and literary images challenge
traditional stereotypes and that the literature of the first half of the twentieth century represents the Mexican-American who resists assimilation.

      Voronchenko presents the system of key themes and images in Chicano literature of the 1980s. The themes of La Raza and La Raza Cósmica are explored in the poetry of Ricardo Sánchez and Alurista and in the play El Jardín, by Carlos Morton. The researcher emphasizes the philosophical aspect of the problem of the movement of civilizations in Ray González’s and Alurista’s poetry and in Luis Valdez’s plays in which characters feel at the crossroads of the Western and Eastern civilizations. The book develops the idea of mutual penetration of Christian and Indian beliefs and cultures on the literary level. To illustrate this idea, Voronchenko explores the image of the Virgin of Guadalupe in the novel Bless Me, Ultima, by Rudolfo Anaya, and in works by Denise Chávez. She also examines the role of the image of the Sun – the main star of Aztec cosmogony – in works by Rudolfo Anaya, Alurista and Luis Valdez. The author concludes that Chicano literature emerged at the crossroads of cultural traditions – Mexican and Anglo-American – and has its own trajectory of development and a perspective to take its own place in world literature.

      The second edition of Voronchenko’s book, published by Zabaikalsky State Pedagogical University in 1998, includes some changes and amendments introduced by the author in accordance with new research materials and remarks made by American and Russian literary critics. It also includes Rudolfo Anaya’s interview and essay translated into Russian. This monograph was followed by a number of articles that opened up new US Latino/a literary names and threw light on some new tendencies in Chicano literature of the 1990s (Voronchenko 2000; 2001; 2010).

      Siberian researchers find grounds for their analysis in the concept of cultural dialogue by Mikhail Bakhtin and Vladimir Bibler, in semiotic notions by Yuri Lotman, in conceptual considerations by Gloria Anzaldúa, Frances R. Aparicio, Homi K. Bhabha, Néstor García Canclini, D. Emily Hicks, Mary Louise Pratt, Renato Rosaldo, José David Saldívar, and others. Notions developed by American and Latin American scholars have become extremely popular and are widely employed to analyze works by bicultural and bilingual Siberian authors and works by Russian-speaking writers from former Soviet republics. The reference to the key concepts of border writing (crossing borders between cultures, multiplicity of languages, strategies of translation rather than representation, refusal of the subject-object opposition) help scholars consider the subjects of their research not only from traditional disciplinary lenses but concentrating on binary movements between the country of origin and the host country and, consequently, on cultural transformations. Moreover, terms aimed at describing sites of contact and exchange (border, contact zone, tropicalization, hybridization) inform new interpretations of already well-known and much-analyzed Russian literary works.

      A brief look at the corpus of publications by Trans-Baikal researchers reveals that they fall into several groups: first, papers that highlight the specificities and general tendencies of US Latino/a literature and culture (Voronchenko 1998; 2001; 2010); second, numerous works devoted to certain US Latino/a writers (Marina Maltseva, Sergei Plotnikov, Elena Prineslik, Nikolay Sokolskykh, Elena Gurulyova, Anna Atroschenko); third, articles about US Latino/a literary criticism (Nakaznaya 2005); and fourth, articles that concentrate on comparative analysis of Latino/a and Russian-speaking national authors, including Siberian poets and writers (Baranova 2006; 2010). Multidisciplinary single-author articles and collections of essays devoted to US Latino/a authors address identity negotiation, gender issues, and genre studies. Articles on US Latino/a literary and cultural studies by Trans-Baikal researchers have appeared in international conference proceedings and in journals published in Moscow, Saint Petersburg, Volgograd, Ulan-Ude, Vladivostok, and other parts of Russia. Edited by Voronchenko, the publication The Open World: Multicultural Discourse and Intercultural Communications as a Part of the International Conference on Transborderland in the Changing World resulted from the international conference held in Chita, Trans-Baikal, in 2006 and embraced 43 essays by contributors from Russia (mostly Trans-Baikal) and the US (Francisco A. Lomelí, María Herrera-Sobek, and Maria Teresa Marquez). The journal Translator, published by the Trans-Baikal Regional Branch of the Russia’s Union of Translators in Chita, has a section “Americana” that regularly features papers devoted to US Latino/a literary studies. In 2009, the journal Humanitarian Vector published Francisco A. Lomeli’s article “Border and Memory in Lucrecia Guerrero’s Chasing Shadows,” translated into Russian by Voronchenko and Atroschenko.

      Recently, there have appeared numerous publications of Trans-Baikal researchers on Mexican-American literary traditions. The author whose fiction has attracted much attention of Russian scholars for the last two decades is Mexican-American writer Rudolfo Anaya. The Russian translation of Bless Me, Ultima has stimulated interest in his books. Anna Gongadze’s dissertation Synthesis of Cultures in Rudolfo Anaya’s Creativity (Trilogy of the People of Atzlán) (Moscow, 2003) was followed by a scientific project by Sergei Plotnikov (Chita, 2007). His research Artistic Model of the World as an Element of Mexican-American Culture is based on the quartet about Sonny Baca (Zia Summer, Rio-Grande Fall, Shaman Winter, Jemez Spring). In analyzing Anaya’s mystery/detective fiction, Plotnikov underlines the importance of myth and finds elements of calendar, solar, lunar, etiological, cosmogonic, anthropogenic, twin, and flood myths. At the same time the researcher points out that Anaya actively reconstructs and newly interprets original mythological plots and motifs, intentionally enriches them with new philosophical thoughts and rational knowledge and adopts them to decide concrete aesthetic tasks and create new artistic models.

      Issues pertaining to identity in works by Mexican-American writer Dagoberto Gilb are addressed in Marina Maltseva’s essays. She explores different factors that shape cultural identity and places the accent on the shifts in gender roles as they are revealed in Dagoberto Gilb’s prose (The Magic of Blood (1993), The Last Known Residence of Mickey Acuña (1994), Woodcuts of Women (2001)). In the early works by this Mexican-American writer, women characters form part of the background on which male characters fight and suffer. The writer often neither describes their appearance nor mentions their names, calling them by the structural position in the family (mother, wife, sister, neighbor). Gradually, Gilb’s works accumulate more and more female characters. In all ten stories of Woodcuts of Women the Chicana comes to the foreground, erasing the binary construction of a masculine subject and a feminine object. In Maria de Covina, Dagoberto Gilb portrays a new Chicana, a successful assistant manager of a department store who is building a career. She is capable of making decisions that go beyond stereotypes. Challenging traditional perceptions of Mexican women, she acts so that a young man, who prefers another woman to her, loses his job. Maltseva emphasizes that “balancing between two cultural stereotypes, a modern emancipated Chicana demonstrates masculine qualities such as independence, freedom, creativity, activity and even aggressiveness” (Maltseva 2002: 112).

      In exploring different models of fatherhood in Gilb’s short prose, Maltseva locates her discussion in terms of class and ethnicity and distinguishes the following types of losers among Chicano fathers: escapists (Something Foolish, Nancy Flores, Photographs Near a Rolls Royce), desperate fathers (The Death Mask of Pancho Villa, The Desperado) and those who are still pretending to fight for the happiness of their children but actually are absolutely irresponsible in their illogical actions (The Rat, Look on the Bright Side, Hollywood!, Romero’s Shirt). Maltseva observes that in Dagoberto Gilb’s books, Chicano fathers perform a diminishing role in the family (Maltseva 2011).

      Nikolay Sokolskykh uses works by Luis Alberto Urrea to illustrate his considerations about local and global phenomena. His research is based on the American Book Award-winning memoir Nobody’s Son: Notes from an American Life (1998), Across the Wire: Life and Hard Times on the Mexican Border (1993) and the poetry collection Ghost Sickness (1997). Urrea’s autobiographical character, who encounters psychological and social problems, has to straddle the Mexican world of his mother and the American world of his father. Emphasizing the importance of individual self-construction for Urrea’s characters, Sokolskykh views Urrea’s works also as community-oriented and concerned with the question of social justice.

      A group of scholars from Trans-Baikal is doing research on the literary production of Mexican-American women writers. Anna Atroschenko studies Helena Maria Viramontes’s prose. The objects of her research are The Moths and Other Stories (1985) and Under the Feet of Jesus (1995). The creativity of María Amparo Ruiz de Burton, who was the first female Mexican-American author to write in English, is the object of research in Elena Gurulyova’s articles. Much of her work concerns the artistic locus of California and women characters portrayed by María Amparo Ruiz de Burton in the novel The Squatter and the Don (1885). Elena Prineslik’s published articles illuminate the issues touched upon in Ana Castillo’s novels and the specificity of her literary style. She articulates the problem of the generation gap and that of mother-daughter relationships in Castillo’s novel Peel My Love Like an Onion (1999). She analyzes the manifestations of magical realism in Ana Castillo’s novels Sapogonia (1990) and So Far From God (1994). Trans-Baikal researchers of Mexican-American women writers’ texts highlight their celebrations of hybridity and attempts to rewrite existing myths by challenging stereotypical portrayals of women.

      Understanding the heterogeneity of US Latino/a groups, Siberian researchers do not limit their scholarship to a particular US Latino/a literary tradition. Puerto Rican literature is the focus of attention in works by Elena Nakaznaya. Her articles devoted to this component of US Latino/a literary studies include analysis of Víctor Hernández Cruz’s and Sandra Maria Esteves’s poetry, Judith Ortiz Cofer’s and Esmeralda Santiago’s novels and Aurora Levins Morales’s essays and prose.

      The polyphonic nature of Puerto Rican poetry is in tune with the modern tendency for strengthening intercultural exchanges in modern society. As the most dynamic form of reflecting reality, poetry has become an integral part of the search for identity by Puerto Ricans. Víctor Hernández Cruz is known for his brilliant ability to control meanings at the intersection of cultural and linguistic boundaries. His poem “Nabokov” from Maraca: New and Selected Poems (Hernández Cruz 2001) presents a wealth of intertextual devices. Hernández Cruz plays with the motif of transparency and permeability, the leitmotif that goes through many of Vladimir Nabokov’s works. Transparent things are cognizable; non-transparent ones are secret. Various signs of transparency (glass, window, water) are scattered throughout the works of both authors. However, Hernández Cruz reconsiders the existential and cultural category of transparency. The Puerto Rican poet associates the metaphor of transparency with “a magnifying glass.” A bilingual poet has a multidimensional perception of reality. He is able to see and feel what is inaccessible to a man whose identity is not “spread on butterfly wings crossing borders.” Frances Aparicio defines Latino English as “a tropicalized linguistic locus that is listened to/read “differently” (Aparicio 1997: 201). The magnifying glass through which the bilingual writer looks at the world provides an opportunity to newly interpret not only macro- but also micro-images of his heritage. Cruz’s intertextual play with poetic paradigms Lolita–Latino–Capullo and Ada–Ada-ración makes us believe that the poem about Nabokov is the story of Hernández Cruz’s individual poetic style development, where the role of exposure belongs to the familiarity with great literary works and culminates in the acquisition of his individual poetic style, which is informed and enriched by his Latin American heritage. In his interview for the journal Translator, the poet points out that he uses his Puerto Rico island heritage “as a key to open other cultural doors” (Nakaznaya 2006: 100). According to Cruz, a bilingual poet is “the citizen of the words” who appeals to different referential codes, participates in open discursive practices and easily transcends cultural and linguistic borders.

      The depiction of border time and space is of special interest for Trans-Baikal researchers. I analyze border time and space in the novel of Judith Ortiz Cofer The Line of the Sun (1989) and stress that the Puerto Rican writer uses an array of literary devices – visual, acoustic, and coloring imagery; a series of motifs; elements of carnival poetics and symbolic representations – to emphasize El barrio’s fragility and instability and presents it as an area of territorial claims, border patrol, the infusion of dynamic and static elements, and other specificities as a border zone (Nakaznaya 2007). Using Yuri Lotman’s terminology, the characters in the novel may be divided into three groups: “the characters of their own place” who carry their closed locus with them (Ramona), “the characters of the path” who follow a certain trajectory in a linear space (Rafael) and “the characters of the steppe” who are able “to cross borders that are compelling to others” (Lotman 1992: 417–18). Special interest arouses in connection with the latter group that is represented by the character of Marisol and her brother Gabriel who navigate between Puerto Rican and American cultures. Their confinement to certain places is suggestive of their “in-betweenness.” Gabriel’s private space is limited to a fire escape. It is a space neither inside nor completely outside, neither on the top nor at the bottom. Using Aurora Levins Morales’s words, it is space where there is “no land feeling at all solid” under the feet (Levins Morales and Morales 1986: 84). The brother and the sister are fond of playing “spatial games.” Sitting on the fire escape, they watch from above how people move below on the sidewalk in different directions and mentally connect the routes of their travels. These multiple intersections of different trajectories symbolically represent the imaginary country of the borderlands, where different ways of thinking and types of consciousness converge.

      The notion of cultural memory is very important for US Latino/a writing; that is why Trans-Baikal scholars pay special attention to this subject. An attempt to present the history of marginalized groups of population determines the artists’ choice of discursive and non-discursive practices. In the paper “Images of Needlework”, Nakaznaya (2010) explores the category of memory in Aurora Levins Morales’s Remedios: Stories of Earth and Iron from the History of Puertorriqueñas (1998). The image of needlework occurs in Levins Morales’s Getting Home Alive (written together with her mother Rosario Morales in 1986) as a symbolic means to construct a cultural heritage with roots in Puerto Rican, Jewish, and American cultures. In Remedios, she continues to sew bits and pieces of women’s stories together. The accounts of the lost ancestors are revealed though the images of needlework related to weaving, embroidering, knitting, and sewing female characters. The author rewrites/rereads silent non-verbal women’s texts. When the sphere of female communication is limited to family and restricted by the dominant culture, needlework becomes one of the most important means of feminine existence. In Remedios, these acts of women’s creation are associated not only with women’s domestic duties or accomplishments of their creativity but also with the social protest against the foundations of society and the desire to restore justice. Images of needlework become vivid memorial representations of women in history and culture.

      Works by Cuban-American writers have aroused much recent interest. The awarding of the 2003 Pulitzer Prize for Drama to Nilo Cruz’s play Anna in the Tropics brought the problems of Cuban-Americans into focus and stimulated international interest in Cruz’s plays. Nakaznaya’s papers presented at international conferences (“Leo Tolstoi and Nilo Cruz: The Issue of Intertextuality” and “The Continuity between Nature and Society in Nilo Cruz’s Drama Anna in the Tropics”) examine different aspects of this play. The latter work traces how changes in the environment cause changes in society. Border theory and environmental literary criticism provide the foundation on which to make sense of Nilo Cruz’s play.

      The story of Latino/a literature of the United States is important “for a better understanding of similar cultural processes in other multi-ethnic regions of the world like Siberia” (Voronchenko 2001: 147). The impact of US Latino/a literary criticism is evident in works devoted to the analysis of Siberian writers. In Trans-Baikal, Buryat and Evenk writers are bicultural and bilingual like US Latino/a authors. Their creativity is influenced by Russian and native cultures.

      Olesya Baranova attempts to compare national authors who create their works in Russian with border writers in the US. She explores Siberian literature that draws researchers’ attention because of the heterogeneity of its components. Using works by Gloria Anzaldúa and other border theorists, Baranova analyzes works by Russian-speaking Buryat authors who are in the zone of cultural transgression and whose works are based on the aesthetic border principles. The poetry by Bair Dugarov, Namzhil Nimbuyev, Seseg Namsaraeva and the prose by Vladimir Mitipov encompass many traditional ethnic images. Like US Latino/a writers, they invest new meanings in given notions and make their literary productions more inclusive. In Bair Dugarov’s poetry, traditional Buryat images of the steppe, mountain, grass, yurt, horse, horse-rider, and dog acquire new interpretations based on the author’s bicultural and bilingual experience (Baranova 2010). A yurt is a portable, felt-covered, wood lattice-framed dwelling structure which is very important for Mongolic nomads as a sacral space. In the poem “A Yurt on the Skyscraper,” Dugarov’s lyrical character wants to build a yurt on the roof of the skyscraper and unite two parts of his split identity. In his search for identity, he undergoes a transformation and tries to overcome fears and uncertainty by combining images of Buryat and Russian cultures.

      Thus, the growing corpus of publications and scholarship about US Latino/a authors and criticism in Trans-Baikal confirms that researchers continue to look for new subjects and new ways of interpreting them, demonstrating their commitment to transdisciplinarity. US Latino/a literary studies is a growing field in Siberia. The study of US Latino/a literature in Trans-Baikal opens up new approaches to correlate local and national to global phenomena and enables Siberian scholars to transcend the limits of exceptionally linear narratives and try to imagine them, using José David Saldívar’s words, “more dialogically, in terms of multifaceted migrations across borders” (Saldívar 1997: 1). US Latino/a criticism serves as a conceptual tool to enhance our understanding and to evaluate contemporary literatures that emerge at the crossroads. Works by US Latino/a authors are gaining momentum because they act as bridges to other societies and cultures.

    

    
      Suggested further reading

      Voronchenko, T. (2006) (ed.)  Materials of the International Symposium The Open World: Multicultural Discourse and Intercultural Communications as a Part of the International Conference on Transborderland in the Changing World, Chita: Zabaikalsky State Pedagogical University Press.
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LATINO/A LITERATURE IN THE ARAB WORLD

    
      Dalia M. A. Gomaa
    

    
      In 2001, my doctoral prospectus – submitted to the Department of English in the University of Cairo – was the only one on Chicana literature and the only one that attempted deploying postcolonial theories combined with feminist theories as the theoretical framework for my doctoral project. By the time my prospectus was approved by the Graduate School in the University of Cairo, two events unfolded that were closely related to my topic. The first was the return of another Egyptian scholar – Dr. Maher Mahdi, University of Helwan – who received his doctoral degree in Chicano poetry from Indiana University of Pennsylvania. The second event was the American Embassy in Egypt hosting the renowned Chicana writer Ana Castillo as part of the cultural event of celebrating Hispanic history in the US that was taking place during the period of 15 September–15 October. It is the tradition of the American Embassy in Egypt to hold lectures, movie screenings, and forums that discuss different aspects of US history, address contemporary issues that the US and Egypt are involved in, and highlight the cultural diversity of the US. Thus, the purpose of inviting Castillo to Egypt was to shed more light on Hispanic literature. Since the American Embassy works closely with many universities in Egypt, these cultural events are valuable opportunities for scholars engaged with research that focuses on the US and its cultures. I would therefore say that in the year 2001, the academic interest in Chicano/a literature was emerging in Egypt, specifically in Cairo. By the year 2005, there was another doctoral prospectus that was submitted to the department of English in the University of Cairo on Latina literature and issues of “home” and belonging. Despite the passage of more than ten years, I still cannot claim that Chicano/a literature – or Latino/a literature in general – is widely known in Egypt, yet the interest in it is increasing as a new literary terrain to be explored by students in different departments of English in Egypt. In this essay I will discuss how and why I – a scholar from Egypt – became interested in examining Chicano/a literature or Latino/a literature and shed light on some of the studies conducted by scholars from the Arab world on Chicano/a literature.

      When I started gathering data for my doctoral project, I started with the key searching terms “Latina literature,” not knowing then that I would end up focusing on Chicana literature. I had many questions about this literature and its writers: who are they, where do their racial and ethnic roots belong, what language do they use in their literature, who are their canonical literary figures? Since I had not yet been to the US in 2001, it was very challenging to try these new literary fields in Egyptian academia. However, this lack of familiarity with Latino/a literature, at the time, also worked to my advantage and allowed me to get a very competitive honorary scholarship: the Fulbright fellowship. The subject was novel to the review committee and they were excited about it and fully supported me and my work. During my studying year at the University of Illinois, Chicago, as a visiting scholar (2003–4), I was asked how I became interested in Chicana literature almost every time I introduced myself, either in an academic or a social gathering. My answer to that question was a short story about my interest in “Third World feminism” and my reading of Chandra Talpade Mohanty’s chapter, “Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourses” (in Mohanty et al 1991), in which she critiques how the notion of “sisterhood” in mainstream feminism does not demarcate differences among women or their various experiences of challenging patriarchy and oppression. Within the course of her chapter Mohanty gives the example of “Latina” writers and the collective “I” in their testimonials that problematizes the notion of women’s individualism that mainstream trends of feminism valorize as a central principle in feminist thinking.

      This was my starting point; I was intrigued by the sense of collectivism Mohanty refers to in Latina feminist writings, which challenges cultural and social norms that oppress women. To me, that aspect in Latina writings echoes Egyptian women’s writings, especially writings in the 1950s and the 1960s when Egypt was undergoing major political and social changes after the 1952 revolution, when Egypt became a republic and toppled the Ottoman monarchy in Egypt. What I have found Egyptian women writers and Latina writers share is their devotion to national issues and crises their countries undergo, and their fighting to ensure that women’s rights are not overshadowed by national challenges and demands. The label “feminist” in Egypt implies being Westernized, which renders fighting for women’s rights and fighting for the nation antithetical. This tension is another similarity I have found that both Latina and Egyptian women writers share. In these regards, texts with a political twist that address issues of conquest and colonization, (such as Borderlands/La Frontera by Gloria Anzaldúa (1987) and The Last Generation by Cherríe Moraga (1993)), labor and class (So Far from God by Ana Castillo (1994c)), or wars and revolutions (Mother Tongue by Demetria Martinez (1994) and In the Time of the Butterflies by Julia Alvarez (1994)) stood out to me. I was moved reading Alvarez’s novel about Trujillo’s dictatorship and what it is like to be imprisoned for challenging his rule. Reading about Trujillo’s era in that novel was like reading about Nasser’s era, when the 1952 revolution turned into a nightmare for thinkers and activists who challenged his regime. Furthermore, trained as I am in a traditional English Department at the University of Cairo, what I studied was British literature, from Beowulf to the early twentieth century, and nineteenth- and early twentieth-century American literature. Latina literature filled the literary gap I had between what I studied in college and read in English, and the Egyptian literature that I read in Arabic but whose content was different so I could not relate it to the literature I was studying. Put differently, Latina texts I have read portray issues and causes that I am familiar with in my native country but in a language that I am academically engaged with. However, Latina writers’ use of Spanglish in many of their texts that I read was groundbreaking to me because it challenged the English literary tradition I was trained in during my years in college where all the literature I read was in English, and where we as students in the Department of English were taught to follow rules of standard English religiously. Although I was sometimes frustrated to read in Spanish, which I was not familiar with yet, I did not feel alienated from the texts that use Spanish words. On the contrary, reading Spanglish has made me realize that I am bilingual myself, familiar with both English and Arabic. However, when I write in English I write in English only, without any use of or reference to Arabic, my native tongue. In that sense, literature written in Spanglish dismantles the monolithism of the standard English I have always been forced to become fully acquainted with during my years in school and college.

      My first assessment of the term “Latina” literature was that it is by women writers from Latin America. However, as I started gathering data for my doctoral project I also realized that Latina literature is sometimes used interchangeably with Hispanic literature, Chicana literature, and Caribbean literature. I believe that part of the reason why Latino/a literature was not widely known in 2001 in Egypt, despite its longer history in the US, is the complexity of defining Latino/a literature. Unlike African-American or Native American literatures that are defined to be either by writers of African descent or by writers whose descent goes back to the pre-conquest era in American history; and unlike other ethnic groups such as South Asian-American or Arab-American, where the writers are defined in terms of the geographical regions that their roots belong to, Latino/a literature is a wider term that cannot possibly be reduced to one racial heritage or one geographical locale. To clarify, though the term “Hispanic” is often used interchangeably with Latino/a, based on the fact that Latino/a writers share Spanish as their native tongue, it is also confused with writers who are from Spain rather than only writers from Latin America. By the same token, Chicano/a is not a geographical region in terms of which Chicano/a writers define themselves.

      As I continued gathering data for my doctoral project, I had to decide which group of Latina writers I would focus on. What helped me to make the decision to narrow my project’s focus to Chicana literature was a number of interrelated factors. First, reading Sandra Cisneros’s The House on Mango Street (1984), I immediately felt I could relate to the life of the main character, Esperanza. The girl, who steps into adulthood with dreams for herself and for her people, aspires for a role to play in society that is not prescribed to her by the traditions of her culture. Meanwhile, she is also proud of her cultural heritage. Esperanza’s life spoke to me at that time because it was the kind of feminist thinking that I was engaged with: being an assertive individualized woman without severing ties with where I come from. My first sense of identification with Esperanza’s life was intensified when I started reading Loving in the War Years/Lo Que Nunca Pasó Por Sus Labios by Cherríe Moraga (1983), who describes her role to attend to her brother and his visitors, serving them food and drinks. Though I have never played that role myself, I have seen my cousin getting up in the middle of a family gathering to prepare dinner for her brother.

      Both Cisneros’s and Moraga’s texts also spoke to me because they were published in the 1980s and the 1990s, decades that were not too far from 2000–1 when I started reading both texts. Chicanas’ feminism sounded more contemporary to me than nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century American and British feminism by women writers such as Jane Austen, Charlotte and Emily Brontë, Virginia Woolf, Louisa May Alcott, Emily Dickinson, and Sylvia Plath. In addition, Chicana feminism was more approachable to me than other feminisms such as African-American feminism. On the one hand, although feminist writings by novelists and critics such as Toni Morrison and Alice Walker have inspired many Egyptian feminists, Egyptians do not share the experience of slavery and uprootedeness from the African continent that many African-American women writers use to frame their literary and critical writings. On the other hand, although women in Egypt have gained many rights socially, economically, and politically, the cultural perception of women has not changed as fast as what they have gained, especially in the 1950s and 1960s. Therefore, Chicanas’ descriptions of and challenges to their roles as good daughters, wives, and mothers, where a woman’s body is meant to procreate and her primary goal is to raise her children, resonate with what many Egyptian men – and women – think of as women’s main roles.

      Second, my sense of identification with the experiences depicted in Chicana writings seemed to find its echo when I read Massacre of the Dreamers by Ana Castillo (1994b), where she highlights her sense of affiliation with the feminist writings of an Egyptian feminist activist such as Nawal El Saadawi or with the post-revolutionary Algerian women rather than with white American or Western European feminists. Castillo, however, holds that the roots of machismo, which oppresses Mexican women, go back to the influence of “nearly eight hundred years” of Muslim rule in Spain (1994b: 63). Although Castillo conflates religion with cultural traditions in North African countries, and conflates the Moorish with the Arabs, which she claims have left a cultural/religious impact on Spain, countering her argument is beyond the scope of this chapter. It is sufficient to briefly note here that Christianity was/is the predominant religion in Spain and the cultural impact of Muslim Iberia was at its peak between the seventh and the eleventh centuries. However, Muslim rule in Spain started to wane in the late eleventh century throughout the thirteenth century, and ultimately collapsed in the fifteenth century. To claim, like Castillo, that Muslim-Arab heritage has such an extended impact to influence the Spanish colonies in the Americas, and to attribute Mexican women’s oppression to the Islamic-Arab heritage of Muslim Iberia is only a perpetuation of the Orientalist notion of Islam as an inherently oppressive religion that victimizes women.

      Third, what helped me to narrow my research interests to Chicana literature is the fact that I believed that I could situate Chicana fiction within the critical framework that writers such as Gloria Anzaldúa, Cherríe Moraga, Emma Pérez, and Norma Alarcón offer through their writings; that is to say their writings were the theoretical tools that facilitate for me ways of reading Chicana fiction. Doing all these readings while in Egypt, there was also the factor of availability. All my data gathering was conducted online and, at that time, searching databases and websites, Chicana literature seemed to be a well-established body of texts that came up easily when I searched for them. Therefore, I was able to access and order many texts by Chicana novelists and theorists at a convenient time span while conducting my research in Egypt.

      Speaking of time and how it played a role in my decision to focus on Chicana literature, it was a very strange coincidence that the September 11 attacks happened at the same time I started to read about the history of US and Mexico; both the attacks and the US-Mexico history disrupt the notion I have had in mind about American isolationism. Reading the historical facts about the Southwest lands in the US that were ceded to the US after the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848, and how Mexicans who once resided in Mexican territories became foreigners in what became American territories after the treaty, added a new perspective to my understanding of the US involvement with the rest of the world. Therefore, it made me rethink the 11 September attacks on the US while considering its policies in the Middle East that could have possibly contributed to that aftermath. The history of the US and Mexico is different from the history of the US in the Middle East; however, what both regions share are the consequences of the manifestations of American imperialism and its aspiration to build its empire at the cost of usurping Mexicans’ lands and turning Mexicans into immigrants within the same territories that were once theirs; imposing economic sanctions and waging an unfair war against Iraq in the early 1990s; and supporting the Israeli policies against the Palestinians or at best not doing anything to help the Palestinian diaspora. Within the US, Arabs and Mexicans are demonized either as potential terrorists (especially after the September 11 attacks), who threaten the safety and the security of Americans, or as undocumented immigrants who want to encroach upon the social benefits of the American citizens.

      No wonder then that both Latino/a writers and Arab-American writers share in their writings some references to the xenophobic feelings towards Latinos/as and Arabs in the US and/or to the US use of military force to impose its hegemony in Latin and Central America/the Middle East. For example, Maurice Kilwein Guevara (2009: 33) in “At the Podium” and Guillermo Gómez-Peña (2008) in “Border Hysteria and the War Against Difference” write about the US domestic and international policies against Arabs and Muslims in the US and in the Middle East. Both writers critique the Bush administration’s decisions to go to war in Iraq or to put in effect the Patriot Act that drastically violates individuals’ rights, turning citizens into suspects because of their color or features. A different example is Víctor Hernández Cruz, who in some of his poems, such as “Muhyi-din Ibn’ Arabi” and “Jalalu’d-Din Rumi” (1997: 250–1, 262–3), pays tribute to the Sufi mystic traditions of Muslim Iberia that inspires his poetry, especially their spiritual teachings to transcend national and ethnic borders. At the other end of the spectrum, some Arab-American writers, such as Laila Halaby, Diana Abu-Jaber, Randa Jarrar, Mohja Kahf, and Alia Yunis, include in the course of their novels how an Arab character is mistaken for a Mexican. In some of these novels, the Arab male character is mistaken for a Mexican and beaten up, yet in these incidents in the novels, the police officer who is called to the scene makes the comment that being mistaken for a Mexican is actually better than being an Arab, especially post-9/11. Latinos/as and Arabs/individuals with Middle Eastern features share the feeling of their vulnerability as individuals of color in the US.

      Although the September 11 attacks demonized Arabs to that extent, and conflated Arabs and Muslims (even though the majority of the Arab immigrants to the US are Christians), it also compelled Arab-American writers to articulate their dilemma of sharing the ethnicity of the attackers yet sharing the nationality of the victims and the fact that they are the most invisible minority group in the US. Recently, among the attempts to put Arab-American writers in conversation with other writers of color in the US are scholarly comparative studies that bring together Chicana and Arab-American women writers.

      Mais Al Qutami’s doctoral project in 2009 brings together works by Chicana writer Sandra Cisneros and Arab-American writer Mohja Kahf to challenge the homogenization of Third World feminism within the US. Focusing on the veil as a symbol of oppressed women in the Middle East and on the house as symbolically confining Chicanas to Chicanos’ patriarchy, Al Qutami holds that both symbols are stereotypical images perpetuated by the “white” dominant discourse that renders both Chicanas and Arab-American women to be intrinsically oppressed women. In her study, Al Qutami unfolds how both writers revisit and construct new meanings of both symbols and concludes that Chicanas and Arab-American feminists together comprise a heterogeneous Third World feminism within the US rather than the stereotypical notion of a homogeneous Third World feminism in the US. In 2010, Marian Gabra’s dissertation situates Arab-American and Chicana literature in dialogue, highlighting the commonalities between these two groups. The writer attempts a comparative analysis of Cherríe Moraga’s, Laila Halaby’s, and Diana Abu Jaber’s works and refers to many more works by Chicano/a and Arab-American writers to suggest a comparative ethnic studies method of analysis. Along the same lines, Maha El-Said (2003) cites Gloria Anzaldúa’s revival of Native American heritage in her writings to draw an analogy between what Anzaldúa holds about the importance of Native American heritage in Chicano/a writings and Arab-American writers who emphasize that their Arab heritage is essential for their identity, being both Arab and American.

      In light of my essay, I will conclude that my research interests in the aspect of collectivism in Latina literature have made me think of the specificity of literature by Latina writers in the US and paradoxically has made me think of the universality of literature. As I have mentioned earlier, throughout my research in Latina literature, I have drawn analogies between literary works in Egyptian literature and some Latina writings that portray the struggles against foreign occupation and/or the struggles against totalitarian regimes. In addition, reading Chicana literature vis-à-vis Arab-American literature has expanded my perspectives on reading both literatures. One can examine Chicana literature and Arab-American women’s literature not only as a literature that emphasizes specific cultural heritage but also as literatures that unfold the contemporary imperial history of the US on the domestic front (putting in effect discriminatory acts that bluntly target individuals of color) and on the international front (imposing its military power in Latin/Central America and the Middle East).
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      In Helena María Viramontes’s Under the Feet of Jesus (1995), 13-year-old Estrella experiences the anxiety of an immigration raid on the labor camp in which her family works. Estrella’s mother tells her that she is safe and if La Migra “tr[ies] to pull you into the green vans, you tell them the birth certificates are under the feet of Jesus” (Viramontes 1995: 63), the statue that sits upon the altar in their shack. The legal protection and the implied religious blessing of that document are more than enough to legitimate Estrella’s rights. Yet, for Estrella’s mother, her labor as an itinerant worker further justifies her children’s right to belong. “Don’t let them make you feel you did a crime for picking the vegetables they’ll be eating for dinner,” she tells Estrella. Rather than having to “carry proof around like belly buttons” (1995: 62) in order to assert their legal right to be in the United States, the mother emphasizes instead their connection to the earth, a claim that supersedes the territorial boundaries and control of the state.

      Viramontes’s text reminds us that even those Latinos/as with “papers” do not always enjoy the full rights and privileges of US citizenship. There is “no sense telling La Migra you’ve lived here all your life” (1995: 62), the mother explains, because despite their citizenship status, Latinos/as are marked by an “ineradicable foreignness” (Oboler 2006: 10). Latino/a authors, like Viramontes, often expose the historical and contemporary vicissitudes of the Latino/a experience in the United States, including the repercussions of race in perpetuating the denial of their full rights as members of the nation, and potential denial of the protections others often take for granted as citizens. In contrast to the mainstream narratives of rights and equal opportunities for all, the lived experience of citizenship among US Latinos/as has instead often been fraught with political tensions, racial discrimination and, more recently, new and evolving conceptions of citizenship and the state in the era of globalization. Moreover, the literature by Latinos/as uncovers the extent to which the ongoing struggle for equality and inclusion has ensured that, regardless of their legal status, Latinos/as too have been active participants in the evolution of US citizenship, contributing to create non-juridical definitions that privilege alternative ways of belonging to the nation.

      Citizenship has traditionally defined a formal relationship between an individual and the state. Referent to a territorially based political community, citizenship is often tied to nationality. In the United States, individuals become citizens through place of birth (jus soli), either by having at least one parent who is a US citizen (jus sanguinis), or through naturalization. Once citizenship is conferred, an individual’s relationship with the state is defined by both rights and obligations. In contrast to non-citizens, citizens can vote, hold elected office, and access federal and state programs, among other entitlements. On its face, the institution of citizenship in the United States seems straightforward. Yet, as the recent public preoccupation with citizenship suggests, the nativist backlash provoked by the increase in Asian and, particularly, Latino/a immigration – visible, for example, in the current conservative push to end the principle of jus soli to stop the supposed proliferation of “anchor babies,” the derogatory term for children born on US soil to undocumented parents – points to the complex socio-racial, legal, and political factors that contribute to ensuring that it remains a contested term in society (Ho et al 2009). As the following pages reveal, through their novels, poems, and essays, Latino/a authors have consistently documented the lived experience of Latinos/as in an effort to expose the extent to which formal citizenship obscures the racial, social, and political impediments to acquiring and enjoying full citizenship rights.

    

    
      Conquest, colonization, and imposed citizenship

      When the United States defeated Mexico in the US-Mexican War (1846–8) and annexed roughly half of Mexico’s territory, approximately 100,000 Mexicans were caught in the unenviable position of living on conquered land. After less than transparent negotiations, US and Mexican officials ratified the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which ultimately resolved the question of what to do with Mexican nationals on US soil. While Article 8 ensured the protection of property rights of individuals regardless of citizenship, Article 9 presented Mexicans in the conquered territories the option of acquiring US citizenship. Despite the federal treaty’s inclusive language, individual states and territories selectively implemented the provisions and extended constitutional protections to individuals they deemed to be white Mexican men.

      One of the first Mexican-American authors to write about the fate of Mexicans in the newly formed state of California actually experienced the transition herself. Born in Baja California to the landed elite, María Amparo Ruiz married Anglo-American Captain H.S. Burton and chose to pursue US citizenship after Mexico’s defeat. Ruiz de Burton would eventually write The Squatter and the Don (1885), a historical romance that comments on the experience of former Californio elites who now struggled to maintain their political, economic, and racial status in the post-1848 context. For Don Alamar, the patriarch of the novel’s fictional family, the struggle he faces is not to obtain US citizenship (his whiteness and therefore citizenship status is readily affirmed by his “Spanish” heritage), rather, his battle is to secure the protection of property rights afforded to all US citizens. Despite the emphasis in Article 8 on such protections, the novel focuses on California’s Land Law of 1851 that facilitated the massive land dispossession of Californio landowners. The law called for a review of all Californio land titles in order to validate titles previously granted by the Spanish and Mexican governments. The law effectively curtailed the treaty, a point that Don Alamar laments:


      
        It ought to have been sufficient that by the treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo the national faith, the nation’s honor was pledged to respect our property. … With very unbecoming haste, Congress hurried to pass laws to legalize their despoliation of the conquered Californians, forgetting the nation’s pledge to protect us.

        (Ruiz de Burton 1885: 162)

      

      
Don Alamar’s entreaty inspires sympathy among readers who are meant to see the Californios as white citizens whose rights are compromised by a self-interested Congress and the monopoly capitalists whose money and influence corrupt the democratic process.

      As the earliest literary statement regarding the US government’s failure to uphold its treaty obligations, The Squatter and the Don, published under the telling pseudonym “C. Loyal” or Ciudadano Leal (loyal citizen), represents a significant moment in Chicano/a letters. Yet, its political critique of the failure of citizenship is itself compromised by the novel’s insistence on white supremacy. Through the marriage of members from a Californio and white Southern family, the novel affirms racial hierarchy rather than calling for a racially inclusive extension of citizenship to the mestizos and Indians who labor on Californio property.

      Nearly 100 years after The Squatter and the Don’s publication, Gloria Anzaldúa rearticulated the effects of land dispossession from the perspective of a Chicana marginalized by race, class, and sexuality. Her views on citizenship are informed by her geographical location on the US-Mexican border – la frontera, a location that becomes a metaphor for her sense of cultural, psychological, and political in-betweenness, that ultimately serves to define Chicanos/as’ identities as US citizens. Alluding to the nineteenth-century history and redefinition of the US-Mexican border through war, violence, and pillage, Anzaldúa argues that the struggles around inclusion and exclusion have both marked Chicanos/as’ understanding of their racialized national identity in the United States, and simultaneously deterritorialized it, thus differentiating the ways that Mexican-Americans’ belonging – and its political expression in citizenship – is understood in today’s globalized world:


      
        We say nosotros los mexicanos (by mexicanos we do not mean citizens of Mexico; we do not mean a national identity but a racial one). … Deep in our hearts we believe that being Mexican has nothing to do with which country one lives in. Being Mexican is a state of soul – not one of mind, not one of citizenship.

        (Anzaldúa 1987: 62)

      

      
Her words emphasize the extent to which Chicanos/as’ experience is marked by their effort to acknowledge and simultaneously transcend their inherently hybrid belonging. As such, they serve to remind us that race, and the time and way of arrival of Mexicans in the United States, have contributed to the process of (re) constituting the identities of both the nation and individuals – rewriting the terms of the latter’s membership to the United States. Marked by the virulent history of racism and despite the historical reliance on legal definitions of membership in US society, national citizenship remains for people of Mexican descent – as for all Latinos/as – a fluid and contested concept, for:


      
        
To survive the Borderlands

you must live sin fronteras

be a crossroads.


(Anzaldúa 1987: 194–5)

      

      
If race has historically thwarted Chicanos/as’ experience of citizenship since the aftermath of the 1848 conquest, it has also contributed to defining the terms of the political inclusion of Puerto Ricans, colonized by the United States as a result of the Spanish-Cuban-American war of 1898. Excluded by the terms of the citizenship imposed on the island’s population in 1917, Puerto Ricans and the Puerto Rican diaspora have responded to their second class membership status by developing alternative perspectives on US citizenship. In their literature, we find a preoccupation with the hypocrisies of colonial citizenship. For example, Abraham Rodríguez and Esmeralda Santiago write stories about what could be called the pedagogy of colonized citizenship, narratives in which young children question the imposition of US nationalism on both the mainland and the island.

      In Abraham Rodríguez’s short story “The Boy Without a Flag” (1992), a young boy refuses to pledge allegiance to the US flag during a school assembly. As he watches the flag being carried to the stage, he recalls his father’s fiery commentary on US imperialism. After reading about Puerto Rican nationalist Pedro Albizu Campos, and seeking to emulate his father’s militant rhetoric, the boy begins to imagine himself as a leader fighting against US imperialism. When asked by his teachers why he refuses to salute the flag, the boy responds: “Because I’m Puerto Rican. I ain’t no American. And I’m not no Yankee flag-waver” (Rodríguez 1992: 18). It is no surprise that Rodríguez locates the boy’s confrontational stance in a school, an institution traditionally charged with (re)producing citizens through patriotic ritual and curricula. Yet, when the boy sees his father cowering before the school’s principal, he realizes that there are few institutional outlets for resisting imperialism and that he too, like his father, will have to endure the bitterness of that reality.

      While mainland Puerto Ricans are entitled to the constitutional protections of US citizenship, the rights of Puerto Ricans on the island, though citizens in name, depend on the legislative whims of the US Congress. Without recourse to challenge imposed laws or to participate in a deliberative democracy, their inherent vulnerability and the injustice of colonial citizenship become manifest. Like formal citizenship on the mainland, colonial citizenship requires tutelage that often takes place in schools. Esmeralda Santiago’s When I Was Puerto Rican (1993) narrates the impact of the mid-twentieth century Americanization programs on the island. When Negi, the young protagonist, asks her father about the Americanization programs at her school, he replies: “That’s part of being an imperialist. They expect us to do things their way, even in our country” (Santiago 1993: 73). Aside from English classes, Negi and her schoolmates endure American-style free school breakfasts. Recalling her father’s joking remark that one would become American “only if you like [their food] better than our Puerto Rican food” (1993: 74), Negi vomits up the “disgusting gringo imperialist food” (1993: 82, emphasis in original), a reaction that signifies her resistance to the colonial relationship that ultimately both defines and limits her US citizenship.

    

    
      Race and the limits of universal citizenship

      As the works of Santiago and Rodríguez, among other Latino/a authors, suggest, for many second generation Latinos/as, the realization of the limits imposed by race on citizenship occurs early on in their socialization. Perhaps the best-known account of its implications can be seen in Hunger of Memory (1982), an autobiographical account by Richard Rodriguez, in which he details his early private struggle for the right to affirm his public anonymous presence in US society – to feel what for him has been “technically true” since his birth: that he was “an American citizen”(Rodriguez 1982: 22). Rodriguez goes on to clarify the discrepancy between the “technical” truth of his citizenship and his “American identity,” explaining: “Only when I was able to think of myself as an American, no longer an alien in gringo society, could I seek the rights and opportunities necessary for full public individuality” (1982: 25, 27).

      Rodriguez grew up in the 1950s, when the ability to assimilate was measured by the extent to which one could distance oneself from such “foreign” markers as race and language – symbols of the antithesis of the patriotic, conformist US society of his day. Thus, his quest for public acceptance and an “American identity” required him to discard what he perceived to be his private, ethnic identity. Yet, the country’s legal history belies the idea of ethnic and racial identity as synonymous with anonymity, and hence the notion of citizenship as a color-blind institution. From its inception, US citizenship has been tied to race, class, and gender. In 1790, the US Congress passed the Naturalization Act, which restricted naturalization to free white persons with a two-year residency in the US. The passage of this Act established one of the earliest juridical links between racial exclusion and US citizenship that would continue, de jure, until the passage of the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1952 (Haney López 2006: 1). Through subsequent legislation and daily practice, US citizenship became synonymous with the propertied white male body, perceived as a universal, abstract figure rather than a body historically inscribed with power and privilege.

      As Piri Thomas’s Down These Mean Streets (1967) clearly exposes, it is only when bodies marked with the particularities of difference attempt to access the rights denied them that the limits of abstracted citizenship become evident. Thomas unveils its fallacy by emphasizing the exclusionary logic of racial and economic discrimination. Born in Spanish Harlem, Thomas’s dark skin compounds his feeling of exclusion, made more poignant by the racial contrasts within his own family. Upon moving to a predominantly Italian-American neighborhood, he faces daily beatings by a gang of boys who question his nationality. When one boy taunts, “he’s black enuff [sic] to be a nigger,” Thomas responds, “I’m Puerto Rican. … I was born here” (Thomas 1967: 24). The ethnically exclusive neighborhood becomes emblematic of the nation and Thomas’s response suggests the Afro-Latino struggle for national acceptance. But if Thomas is excluded from the full privileges entailed in liberal, universal citizenship, this does not prevent him from creating the collective belonging he desires. Later surrounded by his own gang, Thomas practices what Monica Brown calls “delinquent citizenship” (2002: xxiii). As criminalized youth of color experience the brunt of social disempowerment, some form gangs that ironically mimic nationalist practices, rituals, and sentiments. Brown argues that young Latino/a gang members often assert “an alternative citizenship in a counternation, one that fulfills fundamental needs not accorded by the state” including economic security and communal belonging (2002: xxiii). Beyond depicting the limitations of gang membership, the genre of Latino/a gang memoirs and novels that Thomas’s works helped usher in, serves to expose the ongoing unequal access to full citizenship rights of Puerto Ricans and other Latinos/as.

    

    
      The immigrant as citizenship’s other

      While the US has long claimed to be a “nation of immigrants,” its embrace of foreigners has historically been qualified and ambiguous. As an outsider, the immigrant symbolically represents, for many, a threat. Because the immigrant embodies national difference, s/he helps define the boundary around those who officially belong to the polity. As Ali Behdad argues, forging a “homogeneous nation” is a process that “requires the continual presence of the immigrant as other, through whom citizenship and cultural belonging are rearticulated” (Behdad 2005: 12). In this sense, the citizen cannot exist without her counterpart – the immigrant. Yet, immigrants do more than unify a supposed homogeneous national body of citizens. Rather, the very promise of incorporation into the “American” dominant culture ultimately reaffirms a nation that prides itself on its meritocratic spirit, liberal democracy, and capitalist economy. The immigrant’s “choice” to reside in the US and his/her potential assimilation endorses the greatness of the nation and reinforces the value of its highly sought citizenship.

      In Braulio Muñoz’s The Peruvian Notebooks (2006), we gain access to the imaginative life of a Peruvian immigrant who buys into the American exceptionalist myth of reinvention. From the moment that the fictional Antonio Alday Gutiérrez enters the US, “he ceased being Peruvian” (Muñoz 2006: 62) and becomes instead Anthony Allday, a security guard at the Springfield Mall outside of Philadelphia. In a collection of notebooks that spans 22 years, he describes his moment of transcendence:


      
        By the time he climbed out of the brown waters of the Rio Grande, he was in possession of a promise to himself: he would become another man. No fear. No pity. No looking back. ¡a la mierda! … He had become Mr. Anthony Allday.

        (Muñoz 2006: 34)

      

      Despite his vain attempts to live up to the image of immigrant success that he paints for his relatives in Peru (he tells them he is the owner of a lucrative clothing factory with stores across the US), he continues to believe in the celebratory myth of easy assimilation. Mimicking the mannerisms of American actors and applying for his green card ensures his ability to become invisible and thus avoid la Migra. Yet, Alday/Allday’s narrative belies the personal costs involved in rejecting one’s cultural identity in exchange for a future unencumbered by ethnic ties. Alday/Allday’s last journal entry reads: “I received the citizenship papers in the mail today. I am finally invisible” (2006: 268) – which could be read as the immigrant’s bitter retort to Richard Rodriguez’s proposed solution to the quest for public acceptance. For, here, the price of citizenship clearly requires that Alday/Allday literally kill all connections to his family and his past.

      In contrast to the solitary Alday/Allday who attempts to steer clear of ethnic affiliations, the immigrants in Ernesto Quiñonez’s novel Chango’s Fire (2004) find strength in unity. When Maritza, a Puerto Rican political activist, finds a cabinet of N-50 certificates that the INS had mistakenly thrown away, she begins illegally distributing false documents to the immigrants who attend her church. Maritza’s own status enables her to take risks to help a congregation composed of “[n]ew immigrants from Mexico or Central America who need a kind community that will take them in. They have nothing to offer the streets, and therefore the streets of Spanish Harlem have little use for them, so they network in church” (Quiñonez 2004: 191). Maritza uses her storefront church to engender what William Flores and Rina Benmayor call “cultural citizenship,” a non-formal mode of inclusion that entails a “space where the people feel ‘safe’ and ‘at home,’ where they feel a sense of belonging and membership” (Flores and Benmayor 1997: 15). Maritza’s congregation asserts their cultural citizenship by forming a community that turns to each other to endure and resolve the daily indignities of people barred from political, social, and economic rights. The irony in Maritza’s fraudulent citizenship scheme is that she is actually “making Americans” (Quiñonez 2004: 185) in the idealized sense of the term. If American democracy aspires to produce collective-minded – rather than self-interested – individuals who are invested in achieving the common good, then the immigrants in Maritza’s church represent the kind of citizens that participatory democracy requires. Quiñonez’s novel suggests that citizenship is not only measured by certificates or state recognition, but also by the community bonds that individuals forge. While nominal citizenship may ward off the possibility of deportation and enable political enfranchisement, ultimately it is people’s active participation in ensuring the wellbeing of the collectivity that animates the meaning that Latinos/as attribute to citizenship in US society.

    

    
      Exiles, refugees, and the politics of displacement

      Latino/a literature refuses to ignore the diverse political and economic contexts that compel immigration or to homogenize immigrants’ experiences. One need only read the literature about Cuban, Dominican, and Central American diasporas in the United States to get a sense of the legal obstacles and exclusionary politics that have shaped the past 50 years of Latin American migration and, consequently, Latino/a citizenship. It is in this literature that we often learn the extent to which the conferral and withholding of US citizenship or legal residency was embedded in geopolitical discourses of the Cold War, resulting in the differential treatment of Latin America’s political dissidents, and asylum seekers. Grounded in the varied US foreign policies in the hemisphere, and largely consigned to silence in the popular media and press, these stories of displacement find full expression in contemporary Latino/a literature.

      The 1959 Cuban Revolution led hundreds of thousands of Cubans to flee the island in search of refuge in the United States. The early waves of refugees benefited from the Cuban Adjustment Act (1966) and generously funded federal relocation programs that included public assistance, Medicaid, scholarships, and low-interest loans among other entitlements (González 2000: 110–11). More importantly, the Act stipulated that, after a one-year residence and under certain conditions, refugees became permanent residents who were then able to apply for naturalization. As such, they became exiles, no longer refugees – stateless people without a country, legally defined as such by the 1951 UN Refugee Convention, “owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion” (UNHCR 2010 [1951]: 14).

      Máximo, the protagonist of Ana Menéndez’s In Cuba I Was a German Shepherd (2001), is part of that early wave, a large percentage of whom were wealthy, educated professionals in Cuba. As a former professor from Havana, Máximo and his wife acclimate to their new life in Miami and open a small restaurant where “a generation of former professors served black beans and rice to the nostalgic” (2001: 7). Menéndez’s story reveals that despite the automatic state recognition of early Cuban refugees, formal citizenship does not erase the exile’s permanent sense of detachment. For Máximo, known for his jokes about Castro’s Cuba, humor helps stave off the trauma of deracination and loss.

      US support for right-wing governments in Central America ensured that the political dissidents and victims of the region’s civil wars and political instability fared poorly in their search for refuge in the United States. Thus, in contrast to Cuban refugees, Salvadorans, Guatemalans, and Hondurans were denied asylum or material support primarily because of the US government’s involvement with the very military regimes from which they fled. Still, the US government’s consistent rejection of asylum applications did not prevent hundreds of thousands of Central Americans from crossing into the United States and living clandestinely among the perennial economic migrants. However, for many asylum seekers, deportation often meant imprisonment, torture, or death.

      Recent fiction by Latino/a writers of Central American descent has exposed the long-lasting psychological effects of the region’s civil wars during the 1970s and 1980s. Héctor Tobar, Sylvia Sellers-García, Francisco Goldman, and Marcos McPeek Villatoro narrate how the trauma of the 1980s transcends generations. In his collection of poetry, The Art of Exile (2009), William Archila articulates the sense of loss and precariousness that Salvadorans experience in the US. For the narrator in his poem “Immigration Blues, 1980,” the decaying streets of Los Angeles represent his deterritorialization even as they bear a resemblance to the desolate war-torn streets of his homeland. Although the landscape of Los Angeles and El Salvador converge in the insuppressible memories of mutilated bodies harvested by war, the narrator remains detached from his surroundings: “I’m a war away from home” (Archila 2009: 25). The war is a measure of time and distance that marks the separation between home and host country. Archila’s narrator actually internalizes and personifies the reason for his exile. He is the war. This psychic turmoil distinguishes him from other economic migrants, yet as an immigrant with “black hair, raw accent,” he faces the same alienation that others endure. He is a “foreigner everywhere” he goes.

      As Saskia Sassen (1999: 78–9) points out, states actively produce refugees and stateless persons, through wars, capitalist expansion, and border enforcement. In Latino/a literature, the refugee’s experience of trauma and terror highlights state violence and the foreign policies that enable it. It has also spurred a reconceptualization of individual rights that expand the nation-based relationship between state and citizen by asking which states are morally and legally obligated to protect the rights of refugees? The question challenges traditional conceptions of sovereignty and territory that date back to the 1648 Treaty of Westphalia (Rocco 2006: 312), when states determined who was recognized as a citizen and thus who had access to state rights and resources. Drawing on the legal mechanisms of the United Nations Convention on Refugees and provisions in the Geneva Accords, legal advocates are using human rights claims to force states to resolve the massive refugee flows that they create. The emphasis on human rights raises questions for the meaning of citizenship because it makes “the individual regardless of nationality, a possessor of rights” (Sassen 1999: xvii). Whether states adhere to international law to recognize and enforce those rights remains to be seen. Yet, our traditional notion of nation-based citizenship is today inevitably affected by the pressure to expand the state’s obligations to all individuals within its territory.

    

    
      Transnational identities: The crisis of citizenship in the era of globalization

      The notion of territorially grounded citizenship has also been challenged by the transnational turn in Latino/a literature. Because of the growing interdependence of national and global economies and the consequent increased mobility across borders, state sovereignty – and by implication the institution of citizenship – is undergoing transformation. Transnational subjects maintain political, economic, and/or cultural ties to both home and host countries often in the form of ongoing circular migration, remittances, dual citizenships, or other informal modes of connectivity. While some may decry the supposed disintegrative effects of transnationalism, Latino/a literature often reveals its historical contingencies and aesthetic possibilities.

      Junot Díaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao (2007) clearly exemplifies the cultural, historical, and political ties that enable transnational identities to emerge. As the young protagonist Oscar De León shuttles between New Jersey and the Dominican Republic, we learn that Oscar is doomed by the fukú – a curse unleashed by Christopher Columbus’s invasion of Santo Domingo and extended into the US-backed reign of the dictator Rafael Trujillo from 1931 to 1960. As a supernatural incarnation of a colonial legacy, the fukú not only links generations of the De Leon family, but also emphasizes the political ties between the US and the Dominican Republic. Oscar’s battle to overcome a transgenerational and transnational curse reveals both how political histories inform personal identities, as well as how diasporic subjects experience nationalism and citizenship. The irrepressible historical, political, economic, and cultural affiliations to two homelands defy the traditional conceptions of the nation-bound premise of identity.

      Like much of Latino/a literature, Díaz’s text puts pressure on what Rocco calls “one-dimensional” notions of citizenship (2006: 311). The narratives of displacement, discrimination, and disillusionment catalog the failures of American democracy and the institution of citizenship. Yet, Latino/a literature also insists on the potential that inclusive citizenship holds for creating the kind of egalitarianism that protects the political, social, and economic rights of all individuals. Ultimately, it seeks to explore the affective, collective, and social dimensions of membership and belonging that often go unexamined in political discussions concerning the rights-bearing citizen. In so doing, contemporary Latino/a literature uncovers the multiplicity of Latinos/as’ experiences in the United States, documenting the changing meanings attributed to citizenship in the United States today.

    

    
      Suggested further reading

      Chávez, L. (2008) The Latino Threat: Constructing Immigrants, Citizens, and the Nation, Stanford: Stanford University Press.

      De Genova, N. and Ramos-Zayas, A.Y. (2003) Latino Crossings: Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, and the Politics of Race and Citizenship, New York: Routledge.

      Delgado, R. and Stefancic, J. (2010) The Latino/a Condition: A Critical Reader, New York: New York University Press.

      Grenier, G.J. and Pérez, L. (2002) The Legacy of Exile: Cubans in the United States, Boston: Allyn and Bacon.

      Hoffnung-Garskof, J. (2007) A Tale of Two Cities: Santo Domingo and New York after 1950, Princeton: Princeton University Press.

      Menchaca, M. (2001) Recovering History, Constructing Race: The Indian, Black, and White Roots of Mexican Americans, Austin: University of Texas Press.

      Morín, J.L. (2009) Latino/a Rights and Justice in the United States: Perspectives and Approaches, 2nd edn, Durham: Carolina Academic Press.

      Rodríguez, A.P. (2009) Dividing the Isthmus: Central American Transnational Histories, Literatures, and Cultures, Austin: University of Texas Press.

      Thomas, L. (2010) Puerto Rican Citizen: History and Political Identity in Twentieth-Century New York City, Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

    

  
    14
MARXIST LITERARY CRITICISM

    
      Mathias Nilges
    

    
      That the study of Latino/a literature should include materialist, historical, sociological, and political approaches is by no means a controversial claim in current academic discourse. Indeed, much critical production interrogating Latino/a literature falls into one or more of these categories. And even if we look at the relationship between literary critical production focusing on Latino/a literature and Marxism proper, it quickly becomes clear that Marxism occupies a central role in the field, both directly as well as indirectly as a (methodo)logical foundation for a number of critical approaches such as colonial and postcolonial studies, cultural studies approaches, and many more. Marxism enters the critical dialogue in a variety of forms. Critics frequently mobilize central concepts from the work of Karl Marx to analyze the ways in which Latino/a culture mediates matters of politics, subjectivity, and socioeconomic problems. The concept of mediation is one such concept lifted from the Marxian tradition that gives critics a sense of what we might call causality. That is, the concept of mediation provides us with a basis for how we might think the relationship between culture and material life in the first place, and the notion of mediation stresses that culture is not merely reflective of its material and historical context but that culture must be understood as occupying a much more functional, active, and ultimately important role in facilitating this reality in the first place. One central assumption of Marxist criticism, then, is to take seriously the notion that culture and material reality stand in a dialectical relationship, that is, that material reality shapes culture as much as it is in turn shaped by it. Marxist criticisms of Latino/a literature depart from this notion, often via the Marxist-based writings of the Frankfurt School and the Birmingham School, which have further developed this materialist approach to the study of culture, and which have centrally shaped contemporary cultural studies and approaches to Latino/a culture. In such a context, questions of how a certain kind of material structure, how international migration and globalization, existence in an industrial and postindustrial world, and the material life of ethnic and racial difference shapes (and is shaped by) thought, culture, and subjectivity have taken a central place in the study of Latino/a culture, often without directly citing their allegiance to the Marxian tradition or Marxist logic.

      It may, therefore, seem surprising and potentially like an exercise in knocking on open doors that this essay will attempt to stage a defense of sorts of Marxist literary criticism of Latino/a literature. Yet, the necessity of such a defense does not simply focus on Marxism but instead on a twofold defense, which, in particular in the current historical moment, takes on a significant sense of urgency: the defense of the literary in Latino/a literary criticism and the connected defense of the literary in Marxist literary criticism. There is, in other words, no shortage of Marxist, post-Marxist and Marxist-inflected criticism of Latino/a literature – but there exists a notable dearth of Marxist literary criticism of Latino/a literature. Indeed, one could even, not solely polemically, argue that we are confronted with a dearth of literary critical approaches to Latino/a literature in general, and that a turn toward Marxist literary criticism is able to address this problem and highlight the important work that is to be done in future Latino/a literary criticism as a whole. There are two main traditions of Marxist criticism that influence Latino/a studies, but only one of these traditions is at this point developed in detail. As suggested above, we frequently encounter a range of critical approaches that are interested in the intersection of culture and material reality. Yet, one of the particular strengths of Marxism in regards to its contribution to the study of culture is that it has generated a long line of criticism that is centrally interested in the medial specificity of its object of study. In particular theorists such as Theodor W. Adorno or Georg Lukàcs are fundamentally invested in asking not just how culture and materialism interrelate in general, but also more specifically how a different medium – literature, music, film – does so in its own, particular terms, which ultimately does not only push us to understand the relation between a cultural medium and material reality but also pushes us to ask how we might understand the specific ontology of an artistic medium as a consequence of this relation.

      A proper Marxist literary criticism of Latino/a literature would thus not only ask what the relationship between a work of literature and material reality might be (a relation that is, in fact, under-examined in much existing criticism that often reduces the status of the literary work to that of mere reflection), but it is also simultaneously committed to asking the more fundamental questions: what is literature, how does literature relate to material reality differently from other cultural media such as, say, music, and how can we get an insight into what literature and its particular forms are by asking questions about what they do? And while there is much Marxist criticism of Latino/a literature that is interested in its material and sociopolitical life, there exist to date, and this will form the basis of the argument of this entry, virtually no such literary Marxist criticism of Latino/a literature – and in particular in a tradition such as Latino/a culture, the study of medial ontology must take a central role in order to foreground the heterogeneity of the tradition in general and of the heterogeneity of medial influences that shape individual artifacts such as the Latino/a novel in particular. In what follows, I will illustrate the stakes of insisting upon the importance of foregrounding the literary in the study of Latino/a literature that is often overwritten by materialist approaches that end up conflating the difference between cultural media, since they are based on very general notions of how culture relates to material reality. Indeed, I will argue that the turn toward the tradition of Marxist literary criticism can help add specificity to the study of Latino/a literature that is in fact in part erased by the influence of the Marxist criticism itself. I will outline the (trans)disciplinary urgency and the terms of a turn toward a Marxist literary criticism of Latino/a literature that at each point begins, not with the question of how Marxism has informed critical discourse focusing on the literary field in question, but instead how Marxist literary criticism and Latino/a literature might be brought to bear on each other, hence beginning with a dialectical understanding of the relation between object and method.

      In particular since the 1980s and 1990s, we have seen an increase in attempts to adequately represent the ever-growing, substantial body of Latino/a literature in academia. To be sure, this development is still in its early stages, and works such as this Companion are important contributions to what has to be understood as a still-emerging, ongoing process. Yet, as Latino/a literature and the associated forms of critical practice become increasingly important and influential parts of the academic humanities, the underlying scholarly activity must also find ways to insist upon itself through itself. That is, in order to avoid all-too-familiar processes of absorption and repressive integration that threaten to equalize the important, productive differences between methods and literary traditions, literary criticism of Latino/a literature must conceive of its ontology and function as arising to the same degree out of its Latino/a and its literary elements. In fact, seemingly paradoxically, a lack of emphasis on the literariness of the object of study ultimately contributes to the danger of subsuming all that is particular about Latino/a literature into the general. But what exactly does this mean, and what are the current conditions that make such a suggestion necessary?

      Scanning the body of work that constitutes Latino/a literary criticism reveals quickly that the field is centrally determined by sociological, material, historical, and political approaches. Frequent topics of critical work include the construction of latinidad in particular or of ethnicity and (national, gendered, class, ethnic) identity in general; the politics of affect, experience, and (cultural) memory; examinations of Latino/a literature as a minor literature; problems related to migration, nation, (interstitial) space, and place; the crossing of a range of borders and boundaries; colonial and postcolonial history; issues of subalterity, marginality, and community; globalization and neoliberalism; as well as the history, sociological influence, and politics of the medial history surrounding Latino/a literature (including, for example, music, oral culture, and performing arts). Yet, while there is an abundance of such critical approaches, there is a distinct lack of criticism that confronts literature on its own terms. If we want to maintain the necessary commitment to historical, material, and sociological approaches to Latino/a literature, we must do so in a manner that is aware of the risk such an approach has traditionally always brought with it: emptying the literary object of its immanent ontology through the very process of attempting to describe it. A significant portion of Marxist-influenced studies of Latino/a literature produces not Marxist readings but instead a variety of instances of reading for Marxism. Common examples of this practice are found in erasing the difference between, say, a novel and a film or a painting by placing the artifacts side-by-side and describing how they thematize issues of economic inequality, labor, or globalization, in a manner that reduces the works to their mere content, since the analysis lacks direct interest in how each artifact may do so in its own, (historically) specific terms. And it is this latter interest that, as Adorno and Lukàcs argue, yields the truly substantive answers.

      More concretely, this means that the desire to highlight sociopolitical or economic matters through the study of literature bears the risk of short-handing the work of literature. The results are analyses that contain no clear account of what literature is, how it functions and how both literature’s ontology and function emerge simultaneously out of the immanent structures of the work of art and out of its dialectical relationship to the forms of external objectivity. As a consequence, the literary is frequently reduced to the status of sociological evidence, a representation (at best) or mimetic reflection (at worst) of this or that problem or political position, or a document that bears the traces of affect, experience, or memory. In regards to the work of literature itself, a great number of analyses of issues such as migration, the formation of identities, and sociopolitical struggles are carried out solely on the level of content. The process here is familiar and often begins with reading a literary text for descriptions of a sociopolitical or epistemological problem that registers on the radar of currently dominant critical paradigms. After all, we are well aware that much criticism is formulaic and cyclical insofar as methodological and conceptual trends come in waves, which are characterized by clusters of frequency regarding the use of theoretical models, a development signaled by corresponding waves of key concepts around which analyses are organized (border crossing, the multitude, states of exception, or, more recently, transnationalism and hemispheric determinations). The transdisciplinary popularity of theoretical paradigms, then, influences hermeneutic practices on the basic level of reading, since it encourages reading for matters that are recognizable in the larger context of theoretical paradigms in ways that promise to render the author’s ultimate product legible to the academy. On a methodological level this perpetuates the dissociation of method and text by means of the characteristic operation of seeking for an external problem in the text.

      The effect of this is twofold. First, it displaces the process of selecting a hermeneutic method and model away from the dialectical relation of text and method and onto the plane of academic trends. Second, it reduces the literary text to content and the reading practice to thematic criticism. The result of the externalized formation of a critical model that is then brought to the text is that the text itself merely functions one-dimensionally on the level of content. And while there is, of course, great merit in thematic studies of Latino/a literature in Latino/a studies as a larger discipline, it is of fundamental importance for both Latino/a studies and Latino/a literary criticism to foreground the elements such criticism lacks or cannot account for. If we take as an example the large body of criticism that interrogates the problem of international migration and globalization in relation to Latino/a literature, it is undeniable that discussions of the topic proper are direly needed in order to understand the problem at hand, in particular in its specific relation to the Latino/a population. But how far do these discussions help us better understand the respective works of literature both as literature and as Latino/a literature? After all, few of these analyses contain a detailed account of the problem as a literary matter. That is, while there is great value in illustrating the ways in which a novel can speak to the analysis of globalization in a manner that will ultimately further our understanding of the problem as a whole and of its connection to culture in particular, there is also great value in asking how the novel speaks to the problem as a Latino/a novel.

      While it is important for cultural historians, philosophers, or sociologists to turn toward literature in an attempt to gather additional information on the ways in which the problem of migration and globalization has been thought and worked through culturally, the literary critic must insist upon an additional level of specialization and ask not merely how literary content represents or reflects the problem but also how literature relates to the problem as literature in the first place. For if we merely read for a given problem in a given novel, we frequently implicitly assume that the main function and identity of the novel is contained in its ability to reflect the problem, and as a consequence the work of literature is both reduced to the status of evidence and rendered indistinguishable from other cultural media that may also reflect the problem. It is, therefore, not surprising that works that should take a central role in the bases of the academic study of Latino/a literature continue the trend of subsuming the particular literary into the generally cultural. While in many regards an exceptional resource and important contribution to the study of Latino/a culture, Paul Allatson’s Key Terms in Latino/a Cultural and Literary Studies (2007) exemplifies the issue at hand insofar as the absence of literary critical key terms is striking evidence of the effective subsumption of literary studies into a more generalized (as opposed to truly interdisciplinary) cultural criticism. In between sociological, Marxist, and other theoretical terms and key cultural and historical markers, “Chicanesque literature” and “magical realism” are the only distinctly literary critical entries.

      The conspicuous absence of literary terms in Allatson’s work parallels the absence of a focus on the critical questions that address the ontology and medial specificity of literature itself, questions that ultimately also necessitate a self-reflexive attitude that interrogates the use of a given method as a method. How exactly is it that literature relates to material reality, to politics and to thought? How might such relations be understood as a constitutive element of literariness? What, according to my critical model, do I assume literature is? How does the work of literature under examination – let us continue to assume it is a novel – relate to the problem of globalization differently than other media such as film or photography? How does the novel relate to the problem of globalization differently than a poem or a play? What is the relation between the genre and form of the literary work and the form of the material problem to which it appears to be connected? There is, after all, something very important about the fact that a novel such as Sesshu Foster’s Atomik Aztex (2005) is not only a story about colonialism, consumerism, migrant labor, and a specific form of capitalism, but that it is also a novel that deals with these matters. After all, it is important to foreground the ways in which Foster’s choice of genres and forms, say, a specific valence of speculative fiction and its own, connected temporality, is employed to engage with a fundamental temporal and spatial problem that underwrites the novel’s subject matter. Similarly, it is important that Tomás Rivera’s 1971 novel … y no se lo tragó la tierra/… And the Earth Did Not Devour Him is not only a story about the exploitation and alienation faced by migrant farmworkers, but that it employs very specific formal mechanisms such as the use of vignettes that interrupt traditional novelistic flow and linearity, and intermedial modifications of the novel such as its mobilization of a particular tradition of poetry, in the project of mediating the content.

      Much like Lukàcs, whose famous study of the nineteenth-century realist novel illustrates that the form of the novel developed as a way of engaging with the emerging world of industrialization and material modernity that other forms of thought were not able to generate, we must ask how a Latino/a novel such as Foster’s may be able to not just represent but formally mediate and rework the material forms with which it engages on its own formal terms and as a result of its own formal, Latino/a tradition. How can the Latino/a novel engage with the structural form of neoliberal, global capitalism in ways that other forms of thought and culture are not able to do? What are the specificities of the Latino/a novel and its specific cultural tradition that may offer a way of interrogating the problems of material reality that differ from the way in which film or music can do so and from the ways in which the novel of other ethnic and cultural traditions may be able to do so? Such questions that would lend not only true rigor but also a distinctly Latino/a identity to the inquiry would be the true contribution of a proper Marxist literary criticism of Latino/a literature, and the call for such analyses is at the same time a call for a continued commitment to the literary in literary analysis as it is a call for the commitment to the Latino/a element in Latino/a literary criticism.

      The relative absence of such a method, however, is not entirely surprising, given that Latino/a studies and Latino/a literary criticism emerged around the 1980s, in a time characterized by the height of “theory.” The discipline thus emerged in a context that has long been understood as having generated both a wealth of vitally necessary cultural and literary criticism as well as a key problem that continues to influence disciplinary discourse: the increasingly under-examined relationship between theory and object of analysis. In order to ensure that Latino/a literary criticism as well as Latino/a literature can truly have a future in the academy on their own respective terms, however, we must foreground this relationship. After all, without conceiving of the relation between critical model and literary object as fundamentally dialectical, the important distinction between a materialist reading of Latino/a literature and a materialist reading of, say, Asian-American literature remains lost in the elevation of a critical model to the status of a general model constructed as a static entity in completely external relation to its object of study. And it is here that the important contribution of Marxist literary criticism to the future study of Latino/a literature can be located.

      Further, however, a Marxist literary criticism of Latino/a literature must build on the related distinction between Latino/a studies and Latino/a literary criticism. The aim of the latter distinction is to further reiterate the need for interdisciplinary study while avoiding the reductive equalization of cultural objects, disciplines, and methods, and the subsumption of the particular under the universal. Put simply, there is an importance in upholding both Latino/a studies as a field that allows for and encourages the study of the Latino/a cultural tradition in all its medial heterogeneity and the specific study of individual media such as literature that must generate their own particular disciplinary method while maintaining at the same time the relation to the overall field. Only in this way can we generate both analytical rigor and a true disciplinary identity is formulated out of its wealth of medial and formal traditions. Yet, in particular given the current state of our discipline and the much-professed omnipresent crisis of literature and literary studies, such a suggestion for the need to differentiate Latino/a studies from Latino/a literary criticism may initially appear ideologically and politically suspect. After all, such a suggestion seems to resemble those arguments that claim that the increasing prevalence of interdisciplinary study, in particular as related to the rise of gender and ethnic studies that have radically transformed literature departments, has led to an impoverishment of the discipline that is a hallmark of the academic conservative right. It is important, therefore, to clearly distinguish between nostalgic, conservative, traditionalist defenses of the literary in the context of which the disciplinary attachment emerges in polar opposition to the emergence of new literary fields and critical paradigms (ethnicity and gender still are key examples here) and the insistence upon the need for a distinct disciplinary identity that can form the basis for an increased rigor and academic, political, and structural impact for both Latino/a literary criticism and Latino/a studies that in part formulates the Latino/a dimension out of the literary itself. What is more, an insufficient simultaneous focus on interdisciplinarity and the immanent integrity of the individual discipline robs both Latino/a studies and Latino/a literary criticism of their respective particular identity, and, following the subsumption of Latino/a literary studies under the larger category of Latino/a studies, in fact creates a situation that contributes to Latino/a studies’ potential subsumption by and seamless integration into neoliberal diversity management that has become a trademark of the corporate university in multicultural capitalism.

      In addition to the work of critics such as Rosaura Sánchez, which foregrounds the historical development of both Latino/a literary criticism and Latino/a literature, there exist a few examples of the kinds of scholarship that indicate the forms a Marxist literary criticism of Latino/a literature might take. One such example is Marcia González’s notable 2008 book Chicano Novels and the Politics of Form, which refuses thematic approaches in favor of a focus on literary form and history, following the fundamental assertion of Marxist literary criticism that external objectivity and history enter the work of literature not on the level of content but instead always on the plane of form. González’s work foregrounds all those questions that lie not only at the heart of Marxist literary criticism but that can also aid the rigorous development of Latino/a literary criticism proper by a turn toward formal and medial criticism. At the beginning stand questions such as: What is the work of art? What is literature? How does literature relate to other media, to external objectivity, to time? What is literature’s political dimension, and how can we formulate an understanding of it not via literature’s instrumentalization but out of literature’s own immanent structures and forms? González’s work assigns literature an important, complicated function in relation to material structure, history and thought, to which it is dialectically connected on the level of form. Similarly, Raphael Dalleo and Elena Machado Sáez’s 2007 book The Latino/a Canon and the Emergence of Post-Sixties Literature reads the development of market and literature dialectically and attempts to understand the history of recent literature as the result of this interrelation. This work also illustrates that Marxist literary criticism of Latino/a literature does not necessarily have to be clearly marked as such. Indeed, most criticism that attempts to indicate its allegiance to the tradition too directly tends to fall into the category of Marxist criticism and not Marxist literary criticism. In the case of Dalleo and Machado Sáez’s work the important aspect for the problem at hand lies in their actual critical method and not in its label, since the great value of their contribution is the desire at all times to not only avoid but to problematize the facile reduction of the literary to the purely material and the commitment to a complex interrogation of the dialectical relation between literature and market as manifested on the level of form. And it is in particular the latter aspect, the centrality of form in Marxist literary criticism as the plane upon which history and materiality register, which allows us to write histories of Latino/a literature that begin with the question of how literary forms move and develop over time both within the Latino/a tradition and in relation to their material context. Similarly, a Marxist literary criticism of Latino/a literature would bring to bear its long history of examinations of the question of medium on the intermedial history of Latino/a literature. After all, as the work of a number of critics who have generated invaluable examinations of the variety of medial traditions characterizing Latino/a culture indicates, the study of Latino/a literature remains incomplete without examinations of the ways in which Latino/a literature has throughout history mobilized other cultural media. In fact, a historiography of Latino/a literature remains incomplete without a profound understanding of the dialectic between cultural media without which a detailed understanding of the historical development of Latino/a literary forms is impossible. How, we might ask, can we understand the formal development of the Latino/a novel in connection to both the material context and the integration of formal aspects of other cultural media such as song, music, and performative traditions? Why, when, and to what end did such intermedial exchanges take place, and how did formal exchanges relate to the material and epistemological forms in whose context they took place? Such questions allow us to foreground the specific medial identity of literature while also developing increasingly rigorous account of Latino/a literature’s relation to material reality, history, other media and disciplines. And in a general academic climate that is characterized by the ongoing struggle to determine what the future of literary criticism might be and how we should understand our disciplinary identity in the future, a Marxist literary criticism of Latino/a literature offers an important ground for determining not only its own future but for fundamentally shaping the future of literary criticism as a whole.

      It is, then, from this perspective that foregrounds the great potentiality residing in Latino/a literary criticism that we can address and further complicate Claire F. Fox’s recent argument that claims that there is some truth to the stereotype that “English professors view Gabriel García Márquez and magical realism as the sum total of Latin American letters,” which consequently becomes one of the main challenges of a comparative literary studies of the Americas (Fox 2004: 871). While it remains vitally necessary to address the sources of the problem in the larger academic and politico-cultural sphere, it is also important to highlight that the discipline itself has the opportunity to dictate at least a part of this debate by rigorously and radically developing its specific disciplinary identity in ways that avoid perpetuating the stereotypical reduction to magical realism. The beginning of such a development that has the power to significantly shape the future of both Latino/a literary criticism and literary criticism as a whole lies in the determined refusal of the repressive equalization of methods and ultimately of minor literatures by means of the repressive subsumption of both into a productively contained canon of multicultural studies in corporatized, neoliberal universities.
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      In the age of globalization, neoliberalism has become something of a trendy watchword to describe current economic and social developments arising, arguably, in the 1970s. These characteristics range from the widening gap between rich and poor to questions on privatization and immigration. We see it in Néstor García Canclini’s claim that the only identity available now is that of consumer, where popular narratives “custom-fit” subjectivities into a cultural industry that only wants to profit from it (Canclini 2001: 93). We see it in the way the rising border wall between the US and Mexico seems to contradict the establishment and continuance of NAFTA (North American Free Trade Agreement) and the mobility of capital. We see it in the gentrification of poor neighborhoods where the displacement of peoples is hidden behind rhetorics of development and progress. We see it in literary representations of the struggle between race, ethnicity, and class status for Latinos/as. But what exactly is neoliberalism?

      Neoliberalism, primarily, is understood as a socioeconomic development coming from two major economic movements. It initially extends from eighteenth-, nineteenth-, and twentieth-century classical liberalism and/or laissez-faire economics, which is generally characterized as the goal for less government in the economy so that individual freedoms could fully prosper. However, it is also a response to post-World War II Keynesianism and/or embedded liberalism, which is often defined as a system in which the state is given free rein within the market to influence the welfare of its citizens and its own economic growth. Neoliberalism evolved from the internationalism created by the Bretton Woods Agreements (1944), which established a monetary management system (i.e., the World Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF)) to set fiscal relations between industrialized states and ultimately made the US dollar the international currency. Theorizing these economic movements and events, Michel Foucault saw this “new” economic paradigm in the 1970s under two perspectives: the German definition and the American definition. On one hand, he examines how German neoliberalism indicates a change from a state that regulated the market to “a state under the supervision of the market” (Foucault 2008: 116). On the other hand, he argues how this shift is an epistemological transformation of labor into capital, from the American perspective (Foucault 2008: 223–33). The “neo” here, then, is a bit misleading since it is neither a brand new conception of the socioeconomic landscape in the late twentieth and early twenty-first century, nor is it necessarily a critical response to its earlier macroeconomic cousins. It is a transformation (both ideologically and pragmatically) of the relationship between social relations and market objectives.

      Identifying localized market objectives in New York City through the gentrification of East Harlem, Arlene Dávila defines neoliberalism as “the rubric of economic and urban development policies that favor state deregulation, that is, decrease in state involvement accompanied by privatization and free market approaches, all in the guise of fostering more efficient technologies of government” (Dávila 2004: 9). Dávila is pointing to the very fine line between classical liberalism’s direct call for less government and neoliberalism’s more oblique approach. Neoliberal doctrine paints the movements toward privatization as developing more proficient (and less bureaucratic) government. For instance, neoliberalism tells us that privatizing healthcare would open up those resources in a nation-state, and the corporations managing this healthcare can now govern people’s relation to doctors, treatment programs, and medical technology without the hindrance of state bureaucracy, jurisdictions, and limited tax distributions. But, for Dávila and many other critics of neoliberalism, this cause-effect relationship between deregulation and efficiency that we are supposed to accept without question is not so clean cut. Instead, the doctrines of neoliberalism are often at odds with its actual practices.

      Theorizing the gap between doctrines and practices, David Harvey argues that neoliberal doctrine is in tension with the pragmatics of neoliberalization. He examines how neoliberalism tries to make the practices of market monopoly or market failure unrecognizable from its theories (Harvey 2005: 21). By this, Harvey illustrates the pervasive and deceptive common sense that “seeks to bring all human action into the domain of the market” (Harvey 2005: 3). By reducing these ideas to the level of common sense, these economic moves become perceived as normal and out-of the-question. This is perhaps why Robert W. McChesney believes that “Neoliberalism’s loudest message is that there is no alternative to the status quo, and that humanity has reached its highest level” and/or reached the end of history with “widespread satisfaction with the status quo” (McChesney 1998: 15). From the US perspective, the status quo or normalizing aspect of neoliberalism has been interrogated popularly in Thomas Frank’s What’s the Matter with Kansas? (2004), where he analyzes why citizens consistently vote against their own interests. From a Latin American perspective, Julia Paley’s work Marketing Democracy: Power and Social Movement in Post-Dictatorship Chile (2001) questions how the Chicago School libertarianism of Allende’s Chile were again financed after Pinochet’s government and sold under the ideologies of “freedom.” Both of these works illustrate the way neoliberalism operates by being normalized into everyday culture.

      But the doctrines of neoliberalism that reduce market objectives to a common-sense status quo of social relations conflict with its practices. Harvey sees the true objective of neoliberalism’s common sense doctrine as an elaborate process to widen the gap between rich and poor in order to restore upper-class power: “[I]n the struggle to restore or establish a distinctive upper-class power all manner of twists and turns occur as political powers change hands and as the instruments of influence are weakened here or strengthened there” (Harvey 2005: 87). For instance, when we look at what happened during the 1973 New York stock market crash (what Harvey considers the quintessential neoliberal moment), we can see the way the banks forced the state into bankruptcy in order to influence the state’s government to create new financial institutions for managing the city budget by cutting social programs, such as education, healthcare, public transportation, as well as disempowering unions (Harvey 2005: 45). By doing this, select institutions and CEOs were able to reroute capital in their own direction and for their own purposes. It is this distinguishing characteristic of neoliberalism that many believe makes neoliberalism particularly different from classical liberalism and Keynesianism: it is the restoration of power to an economic elite or upper class. Harvey believes this restoration of power was propagated “through international flows and structural adjustment practices” (Harvey 2005: 29–30) that rerouted money to a select few.

      The consolidation of class lines, however, is not “neoliberal” in itself. What makes it neoliberal is, according to Aiwha Ong, how these class lines are governed. She defines “neoliberalism as a technology of governing” (Ong 2006: 9–10) and argues that it “recasts politics as mainly a problematizing activity, one that shifts the focus away from social conflicts and toward the management of social life” (Ong 2006: 178). The force of Ong’s definition is to think about the way Malaysian techniques of security, for instance, treat Indonesian female domestic workers as a threat to the social body. The state or host country can “fix” the problem of foreign migrant workers by keeping the borders open or closed, depending on the amount of public moral outrage or the economic well-being of Malaysia, while also enslaving migrant workers to their economic terms of cheap labor (Ong 2006: 204–5). Ong touches on a similar issue concerning the questionable governances over maquiladora workers moving between Tijuana and Los Angeles. So, where McChesney defines neoliberalism as the way “a relative handful of private interests are permitted to control as much as possible of social life in order to maximize their professional profit” (McChesney 1998: 7), Ong demonstrates one of the ways in which this control is acted out within the social order. This makes neoliberalism the major framework in which social relations are shaped, disciplined, and governed. Social relations now refer to securing the poor in a position of labor capital and the rich in the position of the few and powerful.

      Yet, if we understand this free market economy to be about consolidating class divisions and reducing subjectivities to a market logic, then the connection to literature seems purely metaphorical or allegorical. Arlene Dávila claims otherwise, “Neoliberalism is often connected with homelessness, poverty, residential segregation, and other indexes of inequality, yet ‘culture,’ a well-known instrument of entrepreneurship used by government and business, a medium to sell, frame, structure, claim, and reclaim space, is closely implicated in such processes and always in demand of closer scrutiny” (Dávila 2004: 9). Dávila’s argument for culture as equally important as issues of inequality in discussing the socioeconomic climate is perhaps where we might begin to see how literature and specifically Latino/a literature matters in discussions and conceptions of neoliberalism. Latino/a literature is precisely an artifact of “culture” that sells, frames, and structures these processes of neoliberalism. Some of the dominant features of neoliberalism that Latino/a literature exhibits and grapples with include privatizations and liberalizations of Latino/a markets and subjectivities, the way Latinos are commodities within a consumer culture, narratives about the widening gap between rich and poor, and the immigrant experience from the perspective of crossing the border and from the perspective of cheap labor practices. Latino/a literature is a category of literature that is both contestatory and in contestation, where it resists the appropriations and homogeneity of the market but finds itself fulfilling the market’s desires for difference and niches. This literature, thus, not only shows us its own perspective on the current economic climate but also functions as an integral part of neoliberalism. By representing Latinos/as as both commodities and actors in the dissemination and consolidation of neoliberal doctrines and practices, this array of literature interrogates the way racialized and ethnic subjectivities play a very important role in the market logic. By looking at a condensed set of neoliberal features, I will explore the way a select group of Latino/a literature represents and emblemizes Latinos/as in this socioeconomic climate.

    

    
      Privatization

      Privatization crops up in narratives both under more literal representation, as we will see in Ernesto Quiñonez’s Bodega Dreams (2000), and more figuratively, as we will see in Irene Vilar’s memoir The Ladies’ Gallery (1998), two Puerto Rican narratives that demonstrate the complicated relationship Puerto Ricans have with the US. On one level, privatization refers to distrust in the nation-state’s ability to govern certain programs, such as healthcare, education, and welfare programs. On another level, it comes from a capitalistic desire for an unregulated free market where consumers will govern themselves and social relations. Under neoliberal privatization, corporations and other enterprises control and disseminate the programs and products for the welfare of (no longer citizens but) consumers.

      Bodega Dreams is a story about Willie Bodega’s dream to make East Harlem into a welfare state that he completely funds by drug money. The mini-welfare state that Bodega runs at first is simply community building: rehabbing abandoned buildings and renting them out to the deserving Puerto Ricans at below market rent. But he also helps with college tuition in order to create a professional class from El Barrio who will eventually run his enterprise. Narrated by Julio (nicknamed Chino), who is getting his own education and trying to get out of the slums, the novel unravels the motivation behind Bodega’s grandiose dream: to win back a former love who moved to Miami and married a rich Cuban. The story demonstrates an attempt to privatize social programs (welfare, education, and rehabilitation); Bodega wants to be the corporate head of this private enterprise, and he achieves this through expanding his corrupt source of money to privately fund these programs throughout East Harlem. Julio eventually concludes that Bodega’s work is not giving Puerto Ricans more power but instead is governing their own dreams and aspirations. On top of this, Bodega’s motivations embody the deeply self-interested rationale of privatization. So, privatization works as a new form of governance that is only in the interest of a few.

      Looking at these new forms of governance, Dávila talks about what is actually happening in East Harlem in terms of redevelopment and rehabilitation, where the interest of the many is at stake. Focusing on the Edison Project (2001–2), a corporate proposal for economic development in an area considered “blighted,” she shows how it exemplifies the way culture easily became “an object for and medium for profit” (Dávila 2004: 131). With plans to build a school, a corporate headquarters, and a museum, the Edison Corporation promised East Harlem an economic turn in the neighborhood that would better everyone’s lives but through the appropriation of Puerto Rican culture. Of course, the corporate money and marketing of the project greatly overshadowed the protests to this “development.” Dávila points to the way privatization often puts control in the hands of the corporate few, often at the expense of the social welfare it claims to be bettering.

      On the other side of this consolidation of class power, “privatization” is not simply about social programs being sold off to private enterprises. Privatization also becomes a metaphor for the way the private sphere or the individual trumps the public sphere or the social. We perhaps see this most poignantly in Vilar’s memoir, which is set during the 1980s with Reaganite libertarianism as the background and is coming from the perspective of a well-off Puerto Rican family. The Ladies’ Gallery is a memoir of three generations of Puerto Rican women who demonstrate a pattern of suicide and death. From the perspective of Vilar, we learn the secrets and struggles of being the granddaughter (narrator and author) and daughter (Gladys) of Puerto Rican independence movement activist and martyr Lolita Lebrón, who was imprisoned for opening fire on the US House of Representatives with three others in 1954. Following Vilar’s journey to study at Syracuse University, the narrative unravels how her private life begins to become uncontainable. Her past, her mother’s suicide, and her grandmother’s political death-wish all begin to seep out into hysterics, writing, and attempts at suicide. Unlike her grandmother, whose whole identity was in the name of an independent Puerto Rican nation, we see the granddaughter move into more privatized understandings of identity, which become synonymous with one’s inner demons and the upholding of the individual. If we think of this as a metaphor or even an allegory of the movement toward privatization, then the private enterprise guides our understanding of the national. In this case, the metaphor is mediated by a symbolic and contradictory notion of subjectivity.

      Privatization, then, begins to take on a multifaceted meaning when we look at literary representations. We can ostensibly read it in as diverse texts as Ana Menéndez’s In Cuba I Was a German Shepherd (2001) to Alisa Valdés-Rodríguez’s The Dirty Girls Social Club (2003). And in many ways, it opens up new readings of and meanings within Latino/a literature.

    

    
      Latinos/as as commodities

      These examples of privatization, nevertheless, work more efficiently when Latinos/as, in all their many colors and nationalities, are understood as a market. In other words, relying on stereotypes of ethnicity and race, these enterprises often advertise and sell “Latino” as a type of brand name. One of the more recent examples of this in literature is Valdés-Rodríguez’s The Dirty Girls Social Club. Dirty Girls is a “chica lit” novel about the aspirations, secrets, and love lives of six friends, or “sucias” as they call themselves. The six main characters have been friends since their days at Boston University, and seven years later, they continue to meet biannually at a Cuban restaurant. These six characters are emblematic of the diversity of Latinas and believe themselves to be challenging the stereotypes and homogeneity that potentially come with the term “Latinos.” The character Lauren begins the novel by introducing herself and the other characters. She is perhaps the one who embraces a more pan-Latina identity. In one instance, she sarcastically relates, “Money talks, see. Hispanics are no longer seen as a foreign unwashed menace taking over the public schools with that dirty little language of theirs; we are a domestic market. To be marketed to” (Valdés-Rodríguez 2003: 9). Working in a job that expects her to speak Spanish and be “spicy,” Lauren must adhere to these stereotypes in order to maintain her career, with the possibility that she will one day get ahead enough so that she won’t need to fulfill these stereotypes. This character demonstrates, then, how “Latina” or “Hispanic” becomes a cultural style that one performs for market expectations and demands.

      We see this question of commodification and the primacy of consumer culture from Michele Serros’s mixed-genre Chicana Falsa (1993) to Achy Obejas’s novel Memory Mambo (1996) to Rubén Martínez’s sentimental ethnography Crossing Over (2001). All of these books grapple with and exemplify the way Latino literature fits into a niche market, even when they are widely different in form and content. Thus, what is described and understood as national identity and the nuances of culture become a part of the market logic. Ellen McCracken, although attributing this relative phenomenon to postmodernism, argues that “ethnic groups can be understood as an integral part of capitalist structures while at the same time they are producing cultural truths not consumed by these structures” (McCracken 1999: 13). By thinking of Latino/a literature within this contradiction, McCracken is able to interrogate how minority and ethnic literature, specifically Latina literature for her study, is commodified through its difference, where mainstream appropriation of minority texts works to “contain difference within its system” (McCracken 1999: 14). One of the ways in which this commodification is enacted is through canonization. With the rather recent arrival of the Norton Anthology of Latino Literature (Stavans 2010), it is perhaps ironic that many of the contemporary texts, definitively dated after the neoliberal turn of the mid-1970s, are labeled as “Into the Mainstream.” Raphael Dalleo and Elena Machado Sáez challenge this charge of mainstreaming, as it suggests a docility with capitalism and a homogeneity of the category of Latino/a literature. They read the way particular texts critique American capitalism, while they also maintain a “double vision” of this canon, acknowledging it is popular and very much a part of the cultural industry; this view requires them to think “through the market” (Dalleo and Machado Sáez 2007: 10–11). The upholding of difference and contradiction, in both McCracken and Dalleo and Sáez, is precisely thinking through the market, but we might revise our understanding of the market from the abstract and postmodern theories of capitalism. These critiques and understandings of Latino/a literature exemplify and expose a particularly neoliberal approach to literary and ethnic commodification: literature is distributed and disciplined via these ethnic categories, and a field that is as diverse as Latino/a literature allows for an ever-marketable pluralism with this distribution. This approach to literature and “difference” often reduces these national and ethnic identities to the level of commodity and accessory. To this end, Latino/a literature embodies the way in which the market governs and situates these ethnic and national identities on a transnational level. And Lauren from Dirty Girls works into this consumer logic because she knows it will help her be economically successful.

    

    
      The widening gap between rich and poor

      Dirty Girls also engages more direct examples of neoliberal economics, specifically the issue of class disparity. The character Usnavys, a Puerto Rican whose mother named her after the ships in the harbor that represented “freedom” and “America” (Valdés-Rodríguez 2003: 13), engages with the financial questions of class disparity. If neoliberalism is the consolidation of upper-class power and influence, then Usnavys is a prime suspect. She gets married in Puerto Rico, for instance, not really because it is her homeland, but because it is “cheaper” (Valdés-Rodríguez 2003: 301). Her character understands “Latina” as a cosmopolitan concept, where the world is one’s village. But this is, nevertheless, anchored by neoliberal concerns, specifically when the happy world village is only available to those who can afford to travel and to buy clothes from Paris, like Usnavys’s wedding dress. Of course, this representation in Dirty Girls exemplifies one side of neoliberal doctrines and practices: the wealthy few.

      The doctrine of the wealthy few becomes more visible when we look at literature that tries to capture the other side of these class divisions. The perspective of the poor, of course, is not new within Latino/a literature, but it takes on new meaning and significance when it engages with neoliberal doctrine. In Helena María Viramontes’s Their Dogs Came with Them (2007), we are told the stories and lives of Mexican-Americans living in East LA in the 1960s. After the freeway is built, splitting the barrio right down the middle, East LA undergoes a splitting of its own, where the characters are given very few life choices: gang life, marriage, missionary work, or working for the wealthy. The novel, nevertheless, is definitely told from a present-day understanding of class relations. The Mexican-Americans within the novel fulfill the role of the poor who have little to no hope or possibility for social mobility, even in an America where capitalist democracy promises this possibility. For instance, when we meet the character Turtle, a gangbanger whose sexual identity is constantly in question, she and her brother fight their poverty, their familial dysfunction, and their powerlessness by joining a gang and being hyper-masculine. Her eventual descent into homelessness, starvation, and drug addiction when her brother goes to fight in Vietnam is sort of the bittersweet result of fighting one’s powerlessness. In this sense, Turtle is unable to escape the space of poverty. Even the character who gets very close to escaping it by going to college – Ben, a poet, artist, and philosopher – finds himself depressed and consumed by his memories of abandonment and accidentally killing a boy, unable to move past his past. The novel, then, shows the way the poor seem to stay poor. There is little to no social mobility. This becomes exemplary of neoliberalism’s consolidation and restoration of class lines.

      Saskia Sassen, a social theorist on globalization and immigration, tells us that the widening gap between rich and poor is a part of a new economic turn in the last 15 years. Although she does not always use the language of neoliberalism, she often describes the process of it within globalization. She describes how there is greater duality and polarization in the industries and labor markets, so that we see a “shrinking demand for intermediate levels of skill and training” (read: the middle class) since labor markets now demand “highly specialized and educated workers alongside a demand for basically unskilled workers whether for clerical, service, industrial service, or production jobs” (Sassen 1998: 146). Sassen elucidates the way the market attempts to separate financial and social class more and more. This becomes emblematized in texts such as The Dirty Girls Social Club and Their Dogs Came with Them by how Latino/a characters embody “rich” and/or “poor.”

    

    
      Border security

      The last and perhaps most immediate characteristic of neoliberalism that I will consider is the issue of immigration. Much Latino/a literature also is concerned with the issue of immigration because for many, the movement from south to north becomes inseparable from our subjectivity, whether we or our ancestors experienced crossing or whether governments have redrawn the borders (as with the 1848 Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo). The border, as both a literary theme and a theoretical concept, shows a very troubling aspect around the doctrines and practices of neoliberalism; it is the space in which neoliberalism shows its contradictory and violent causes and consequences. From Francisco Goldman’s The Ordinary Seaman (1997) to Cristina García’s Dreaming in Cuban (1992) to Luis Alberto Urrea’s The Devil’s Highway (2004), novels about immigration grapple with these issues of the free market and pressures to find work versus the hyper-securitization of the border and the building of border walls.

      One of the more recent representations of immigration during these high security times is Urrea’s The Devil’s Highway, a work of both fiction and non-fiction that follows the true journey of a set of immigrants crossing a dangerous stretch of land of the same title. Urrea takes the stories and interviews of the Border Patrol, the media, and residents in order to reconstruct the narrative of what became known as the Yuma 14, although Urrea looks at the larger group, who crossed many counties, called the Wellton 26. The Wellton 26 was a group of migrants whose coyotes left them in the middle of the Arizona desert to starve and die; they are the largest recorded number of deaths by those illegally crossing into the US. Urrea, of course, had to speculate on some of the finer details: some of the names, the pasts, the relationships, the feelings, and the aspirations of the immigrants.

      Urrea begins the book, however, not with these speculations but with deep descriptions of border security, specifically “cutting the drag.” We are told how trucks drag tires from east to west for miles and miles, creating unmistakable imprints in the desert. The purpose is for La Migra to see when so-called illegals cross. Coyotes learn to avoid these drags, however, and if unavoidable, they make sure to try to trick La Migra with different directions of shoe prints, among other things. The “cutters” – those that read the dirt, that read the drag – are in a constant game with the Coyotes and crossers, as they try to trick and outsmart one another (Urrea 2004: 28–31). We are introduced to the story of the Wellton 26 through the logic of this border security. Border security appears to be an elaborate game between Coyotes and La Migra to hinder the mobility of people, and this produces the death of these immigrants.

      But, when we have international agreements, such as NAFTA, that allow for products and money to cross the border quite easily, these attempts to keep people out, especially cheap labor, seem to be in direct contradiction with these free market principles. Sassen tells us that immigrations follow a certain pattern, and the increase of immigration occurs when “internationalizations of production” expands (Sassen 1998: 58). This expansion opens up “transnational spaces for economic activity,” according to Sassen. But, there is a contradiction that happens here, too. We are also seeing a hyper-securitization of borders. Wendy Brown tells us the US-Mexico border wall project “was born out of a tension between the needs of North American capital and popular antagonisms toward the migration incited by those needs, especially their effect on wages, employment, and the demographics and cultures composing and in some eyes decomposing the nation” (Brown 2010: 36). These “tensions,” as Brown calls them, point to the way that the border becomes a major site for the contradictions embodied within neoliberalism. Of course, the US-Mexico border is perhaps the most obvious example of this contradictory site and is a major border for those hailing from Mexico and parts of Central America and South America, but the border manifests in many different ways across different groups represented under the header “Latino.” For instance, the water often represents a border in the immigrant narratives of Puerto Ricans, Cubans, and Dominicans, as Julia Alvarez captures in How the García Girls Lost Their Accents (1991). And since Latino subjectivities and representations are deeply tied to the border on many fronts – historically, culturally, and/or economically – this speaks to the way in which Latino/a literature and the free market economy are in direct conversation.
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      Nations and nationalisms

      Latino/a literatures are constituted from the formation and collision of nations. Latino/a literary works have historically critiqued US nationalism while expressing other nationalist ideals, and Latino/a literary history can be narrated through the ebb and flow of various nationalist movements in the US and abroad. As just one example, consider the history of Cuban-American literature, which begins with nineteenth-century agitation for the formation of an independent Cuban nation (much of which took place in the US); extends through the years of the early republic, when Cuban political life was overshadowed by US influence via the Platt Amendment; and is dominated after 1959 by the conflicts among US national interests, and the differing nationalisms of Cuban American immigrant communities and the revolutionary Cuban state, conflicts that significantly influence writing by Cuban Americans such as Cristina García and Achy Obejas. It is therefore crucial to any interpretive project relative to Latino/a literatures to understand what a nation is, what nationalism is, and what forms each has taken in Latino/a history, as well as how artists and critics have evaluated nationalism’s limits and potential.

      To begin with, it is important to recognize that the nation is a historically specific, and relatively recent, political form. The nation form has dominated global politics so thoroughly since the nineteenth century that it can be difficult to perceive just what a young and strange creature it really is. As E.J. Hobsbawm has observed, the word “nation” does not enter the lexicons of Spanish, French, and English in its modern sense until the late nineteenth century (Hobsbawm 1990: 14–18). In Spanish, for instance, words such as tierra and patria tied a sense of peoplehood to territoriality long before nación came along to unite both with a specific kind of political unit. Nationalism is often hotly contested because it represents only one way among many of imagining the connections among peoples, lands, and governments.

      What then is a nation? The most influential definition comes from Benedict Anderson, who describes the nation as “an imagined political community – and imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign” (Anderson 2006: 6). One key part of this definition is that the nation is imagined; it is neither essential nor naturally occurring. Scholars of nations and nationalism have long noted that attempts to define the nation objectively in terms of language, race, history, or culture have all failed, due to the differences among modern nations and to the heterogeneity within particular nations. This does not mean that nations are not real. As noted before, the nation is the predominant political unit of the modern world, and many nations indeed imagine their own limits along the lines of language, race, history, or culture. Calling attention to the nation’s “imagined” quality can thus be thought of as a way of emphasizing how it has been made real through any one of these discourses.

      Or not. After all, one of the dominant stories of nationalism in Latino/a literatures is the failure to establish a politically sovereign nation based on ties to a particular homeland, such as Mexico or Puerto Rico. This brings us to the question of nationalism. Anderson’s definition also insists on the nation as a political unit, but when discussing nationalism it is overreaching to insist that the nation be in fact sovereign. To do so is to conflate the nation with the state, and though the two often coincide (especially for specific segments of the population), they are not equivalent. It is entirely possible, and has been the case repeatedly in Latino/a history, especially in Puerto Rico, for people to imagine themselves as a nation not represented by the state in which they hold legal citizenship. Ernest Gellner defines “nationalism” as “primarily a principle which holds that the political and national unit should be congruent” (Gellner 1983: 1), which, combined with Anderson’s concept of the nation, means that nationalism is the imagined community’s aspiration to sovereignty.

      As is apparent in Latino/a literary history, however, social movements often have very different ideas of how sovereignty is constituted. Anderson and Gellner clearly have in mind the sovereignty of the state, and it seems to make sense that nationalism must as a baseline definition be an aspiration to state sovereignty if the nation is defined as a political unit. Still, nationalisms can be liberal or radical, violent or measured, popular or elitist. Indeed, Anderson’s conception of the nation has been roundly critiqued by postcolonial theorists for its assumption of a universal nation form. As Partha Chatterjee asserts, “anticolonial nationalism creates its own domain of sovereignty within colonial society well before it begins its political battle with the imperial power. … In this, its true and essential domain, the nation is already sovereign, even when the state is in the hands of the colonial power” (Chatterjee 1993: 6). Particularly for the Chicano and Nuyorican movements, critics have noted the importance of cultural nationalism, especially in literature focused on promoting a kind of cultural sovereignty, celebrating Latino/a identity and promoting community empowerment as part of a larger program of social justice within the US.

      Keeping in mind these definitions, in this article I will briefly survey the significance of nationalism to Latino/a literature. I begin by addressing nationalism as a historical phenomenon, specifically exploring how the role nationalism has played in the formation of the three largest bodies of Latino/a literature: Chicano, Cuban-American, and Puerto Rican literatures. Each of these literatures has its own peculiar relationship to the US and hence nationalism has taken different forms in their respective literary canons. After meditating on nationalism as a historical question, I turn my attention to the relationship between nationalism and literary form, since theorists have long posited nationalism’s symbiotic relationship with the novel and print journalism. In the final section of the essay, I consider some of the ongoing critical problems presented by nations and nationalism to the study of Latino/a literature. In particular, the nation form’s recourse to essentialism, the patriarchal organization of nationalist movements, and the development of translational categories of analysis have limited nationalism’s relevance as a political and aesthetic program among Latino artists and critics. Despite these challenges, nationalism remains a crucial category for the study and interpretation of all Latino/a literatures.

    

    
      Nationalism and Latino/a literary history

      The first nationalism that should be considered in discussions of Latino/a literatures is US nationalism, though it sometimes goes unmarked in scholarly conversations on the topic. The US is a prime example of a state that arose during the heyday of the nation form in the nineteenth century complete with its own mythology and sense of providential dispensation, or “manifest destiny,” in journalist John L. O’Sullivan’s famous 1845 formulation. The belief that the American people were divinely appointed to possess and redeem the Americas, which resulted in aggressive nineteenth-century US expansion and foreign intervention, has had powerful and enduring influence on Latino/a literatures, since the very existence of Mexican-Americans, Cuban-Americans, and US Puerto Ricans results from these expansions and interventions. Many scholars have argued that “new” Latino/a identities that have their roots in Central American or Dominican immigrant communities are also a result of US imperialist desire. Inasmuch as they point out the fissures and failures of the US as a national project, Latino/a literatures are in a real sense counter-nationalist independent of whether or not they are nationalist in some other way. Also important to the historical formation of Latino/a literatures are the nationalist independence movements of nineteenth-century Latin America. Without Mexican independence from Spain in 1821, there is no Mexican-American literature in 2011. The same logic applies to Cuban-American and Puerto Rican literatures, although with some important historical differences. When surveying historical eruptions of these nationalisms, it is thus important to examine at least two moments: nation formation in the nineteenth century, and the various nationalist movements that arose alongside the global anti-colonial struggles of the twentieth century.

      
        Mexican-American and Chicano nationalisms

        After the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo ended the Mexican-American War in 1848, Mexico’s northern territories became the US Southwest, and hundreds of thousands of former Mexican citizens became US citizens. Mexican-American writers of the nineteenth century dealt with these changes in different ways. Juan N. Seguín, who fought for Texan independence in 1835 but was on the side of Mexico in the war a decade later, expressed ambivalence and disillusionment toward both nations in his memoir. María Amparo Ruiz de Burton, the first writer of Mexican descent to publish a novel in English in the US, criticized US materialism and discrimination in her novel The Squatter and the Don (1885), but also supported the US’s right to govern the newly taken territories and advocated full assimilation of former Mexican citizens. More openly nationalist sentiment tended to issue forth from the Spanish-language periodicals that proliferated in the US Southwest during the second half of the century. Papers such as El Clamor Público in Los Angeles (1855–7), La Opinión Pública in Albuquerque (1892–1907), and El Defensor in El Paso (1894–5) stridently favored Mexican autonomy and criticized US filibusters and interlopers.

        In the twentieth century, self-consciously nationalist expressions arose with the Chicano movement in the 1960s and 1970s. Leaders of the movement such as César Chávez, Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzáles, and Reies López Tijerina, energized Chicano communities with their focus on the failed promises of equal protection in the US and the long history of Anglo-American domination in the Southwest. A few factions of the movement were militantly politically nationalist and supported nothing less than Chicano sovereignty and secession from the US. But Chicano literature of the era, as typified by writers such as Tomás Rivera, Rudolfo Anaya, Alurista, and Oscar “Zeta” Acosta, is better described as culturally nationalist. Tomás Rivera’s foundational novel … y no se lo tragó la tierra/… And the Earth Did Not Devour Him (1971), for example, chronicles one year in the life of a community of migrant farmworkers from South Texas. The novel celebrates Mexican-American cultural identity in its sympathetic use of vernacular dialect and modernist fragmentation to achieve something like a collective voice, but it does not explicitly or implicitly advocate any kind of political program, let alone Chicano political autonomy. As with the Nuyorican movement, however, Chicano nationalist literature acquired its own set of symbols and tropes – Aztlán, mestizaje, etc. – and perhaps more importantly, its own community of readers. These tropes continue to influence Chicano/a writers into the present.

      

      
        Cuban and Cuban-American nationalisms

        Cuban literature arguably begins with the nationalist expressions of a single writer, José Martí, in the late nineteenth century. Although nineteenth-century writers such as Cirilo Villaverde, “Plácido” Gabriel de la Concepción Valdés, and Martín Morúa Delgado all played roles in imagining the nation of Cuba through fiction and poetry, it is Martí’s work as a journalist and essayist, and his role as the founder and leader of the Cuban Revolutionary Party, that have had the most profound influence on Cuban nationalism and literary history. Martí was canonized in Latin American literature during the twentieth century as one of the founding figures of modernismo on the strength of his innovative poems in the volumes Versos sencillos (1891) and Versos libres (1913). More recently, however, attention has turned to Martí as a key figure in US Latino/a literary history. Martí lived as an exile in New York from 1881 until 1894, after all, and he was painfully aware of the US’s growing imperialist appetite, anticipating many of the concerns of modern Latino/a writers and critics. His most famous essay, “Nuestra América” [“Our America”] (1891, see Martí 1977), warns Latin Americans to resist slavish emulation of US and European institutions and allow their own national identities to flourish organically and autochthonously. In addition, as critics such as Laura Lomas (2008) have observed, Martí was an astute observer of US life, and often commented in his essays on the discrimination he experienced as a Cuban in New York. Martí died fighting for Cuban independence in 1895; his suspicions about US imperialist designs were borne out by the Spanish-American War of 1898 and subsequent attempts on the part of the US to exert influence over island politics.

        Martí was a nationalist in the traditional sense of the word, believing in the promises of the liberal democratic state as the culmination of nationalist desire. The circulation of his work alongside that of other Cuban intellectuals in newspapers makes for a close parallel between early Cuban and Mexican-American nationalisms. In the twentieth century, by contrast, Cuban and US nationalisms engendered literature demonstrating the insufficiency of national identity. The most significant historical event in this period was obviously the Revolution of 1959, though even before that Cuban poets such as Nicolás Guillén were carrying out significant critiques of liberal nationalism. The rival nationalisms engendered by the Revolution – the reactionary, conservative nationalism of the exile community in the US and the revolutionary nationalism of many post-1959 Cuban writers and their compatriots – become the battleground on which many of the dramas of Cuban-American literature are staged. In contrast to other Latino/a literatures, in which nationalism becomes part and parcel with the struggle against US dominance, in works by writers such as Oscar Hijuelos, Cristina García, Achy Obejas, and Sonia Rivera-Valdés, Cuban nationalism is an ambivalent venture, connoting complicity as often as oppositionality. Moreover, Cuban-American literary critics – such as Gustavo Pérez Firmat (1994) in his seminal work Life on the Hyphen – have been in the vanguard of theorizing the in-betweenness of binational identity. The tenuous status of nationalism in Cuban-American literature is perhaps best indexed by the remarkable ideological heterogeneity among even this short catalogue of writers and critics, each of whom has distinct views of national policy, gender and sexuality, and Cuban-American identity.

      

      
        Puerto Rican and Nuyorican nationalisms

        Unlike Mexican and Cuban Americans, Puerto Ricans have no present or historical sovereign nation-state with which to identify. Like Cuba, Puerto Rico was “freed” from Spanish rule in 1898, at the close of the Spanish-American War; unlike Cuba, however, Puerto Rico did not become an independent nation, and has persisted as a US territory and commonwealth up to the present day. Puerto Ricans are thus unique among Latino/a groups; Puerto Ricans are US citizens by birthright, but the island is often considered a separate nation on the global stage, fielding its own team in the Olympics, for example. (Its status since 1952 has been as an Estado Libre Asociado or Free Associated State, self-governing but still a territory of the US.)

        In the nineteenth century, Puerto Rico was in a very similar situation to Cuba, and Puerto Rican nationalism of the period cross-pollinated with Cuban nationalism to a large degree. After 1898, Creole writers (i.e. writers of Spanish descent born in the Americas) such as Manuel Zeno Gandía, José de Diego, and Luis Lloréns Torres criticized US aggression and advocated Puerto Rican autonomy, but only up to a point, as the same writers attempted to bring about a reconciliation between the Anglo-Saxon and Hispanic races, often on the grounds of shared whiteness. The first radical nationalist movement was the independentista movement founded by Pedro Albizu Campos, the leader of the Puerto Rican Nationalist Party who was convicted of sedition in 1937 and spent more than a decade in federal prison. The continued colonial status of the island has inspired Puerto Rican writers throughout the century, from Pedro Juan Soto’s rage-filled novel Usmaíl (1959) to Ana Lydia Vega’s short stories in Encancaranublado (y otros cuentos de naufragio) (1982).

        Of a much different stripe are the nationalist writings of US Puerto Ricans during and after the 1960s, particularly those of the Nuyoricans (from “New York” + “Puerto Rican”). Nuyorican nationalism is cultural nationalism, celebrating Puerto Rican identity against the blatant discrimination and oppression of white Americans. Centered in the Puerto Rican community in New York, Nuyorican literature has historical roots in the journalism of Jesús Colón, but emerges most decidedly with the publication of Piri Thomas’s 1967 memoir Down These Mean Streets. Thomas established many of the tropes of Nuyorican literature, including its urban landscapes, its focus on the uneasy intersections of race and national identity, and its use of Nuyorican slang and aggressive Spanish-English code-switching. These tropes are picked up and innovated on by writers such as Nicholasa Mohr, Miguel Piñero, Pedro Pietri, Miguel Algarín, and later poets of the Nuyorican Poets Café such as Tracie Morris, Willie Perdomo, and Edwin Torres. US Puerto Rican cultural nationalism bears many similarities with Chicano cultural nationalism, though the latter focuses more on the significance of land and indigenous racial inheritance than the former.

      

    

    
      Nationalism and literary forms

      Because the rise of the nation form in the nineteenth century coincides with the proliferation of print journalism and the consolidation of the realist novel as a genre, nationalism has had a strong link with narrative forms in literary theory. Latino/a literature certainly has its share of nationalist novels, short stories, and periodical writings, but it is significant that some of the most powerful Latino/a nationalist works have been non-narrative: essays and poems. This is particularly true of the two great “cultural nationalist” movements of Latino/a literature: the Chicano movement of the late 1960s and early 1970s and the Nuyorican movement from the 1970s onward.

      In Anderson’s account of the rise of the nation form in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, newspapers and novels play a crucial role in binding together the disparate members of the nation’s imagined community. Readers of newspapers could envision other individuals like themselves – speaking the same language, living within the same geographical parameters of the periodical’s circulation – reading the same news on the same day and thus constituting a community, even if they remained strangers to each other. Similarly, according to Anderson, the realist novel demands that readers hold many different characters and events in mind at the same time, a simultaneity of events that provides a ready analogue to the simultaneous experiences of a nation’s citizens (2006: 24–6).

      Latino/a literary history is replete with examples of textual forms that attempt to create a similar sense of imagined community in one way or another. The Spanish-language periodicals of the nineteenth century are a good example. Sometimes these papers were transnational enterprises, such as La Voz del Nuevo Mundo (1865–84), which united the Mexican, Chilean, and Peruvian miner communities of Northern California with their homelands through its circulation up and down the Pacific Coast, or José Martí’s Cuban nationalist newspaper Patria (1892–95), which circulated in the US, Mexico, and parts of the Caribbean. More often, however, Spanish-language periodicals belonged to local press networks constituting a nationalist public sphere. Papers such as El Clamor Público of Los Angeles, for example, addressed a delimited community of Spanish-speakers within reach of the paper’s circulation. In December of 1891, Spanish-language journalists from New Mexico, Colorado, and West Texas formed La Prensa Asociada Hispano-Americana. As A. Gabriel Meléndez has shown, this organization was dedicated to building up an imagined community of Nuevomexicanos, as they sometimes called themselves, frustrated by their continued disenfranchisement in the US and understanding themselves culturally as a distinct nation altogether (Meléndez 2005: 73).

      The novel has also served as a significant nationalist form in Latino/a literatures. As Doris Sommer has shown, the Latin American romance of the nineteenth century “provided a figure for apparently nonviolent consolidation during internecine conflicts at midcentury” (Sommer 1993: 6). Along these lines, nineteenth-century Cuban novels established the parameters of the nation’s community, according to Vera Kutzinski, through the trope of mestizaje, celebrating the mixture of Spanish and Indian blood that was the island’s historical legacy from the time of European contact while simultaneously denigrating African blood and ancestry via the figure of the tragic mulata. Kutzinski (1993) reads Cirilo Villaverde’s novel Cecilia Valdés (1882) as typical of this movement to construct an imagined community centered on white Creole subjectivity. The ignominious fate suffered by the eponymous mulatta’s white Creole lover is a reminder to Creole readers of their paternalistic obligations towards Cuba’s racially subordinated lower classes.

      Novels have also been crucial in depicting the unity of the Puerto Rican nation despite its continued colonial domination throughout the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Pedro Juan Soto’s Usmaíl (1959), for example, centers on a young boy named for the US postal service after his jilted mother waits pathetically for her American lover to return to her. Set on the island of Vieques, in some ways a colony of a colony, Usmaíl depicts its protagonist grappling with the continued encroachments of American servicemen into island life and desiring to divest himself of his shameful name, symbolic of the Puerto Rican nation’s desire to divest itself of American domination.

      Although the narrative works of Chicano and US Puerto Rican literatures eschew the explicit independence agenda of these earlier novels, they work according to a similar logic of drawing together an imagined community through a shared language and a constructed sense of commonality and simultaneity. As one example, Rudolfo Anaya’s Bless Me, Ultima (1972) attempts nothing less than the construction of an entire mythology to unite the Chicano community. The novel, which won the Premio Quinto Sol and has become one of the most popular Chicano novels ever written, follows the adventures of Antonio Márez y Luna, a young boy growing up on the llanos of New Mexico just after the end of World War II. Antonio’s world is governed by discrimination and poverty, but also by the profound and complex syncretism of Catholic and indigenous traditions taught to him by the curandera Ultima, who comes to live with his family. This valorization of mestizaje, along with the novel’s use of Spanish-English code-switching and focus on the pressures of assimilation experienced by Mexican-American children in American schools, resonated strongly with Chicano readers who encountered the book for the first time in the early 1970s.

      Latino/a literary history can thus furnish ample examples of the novel working according to the nationalist logic that Anderson describes, but what seems truly extraordinary is the extent to which Latino/a writers have had recourse to poetry as a nationalist mode, especially during the Chicano and Nuyorican movements of the 1970s. The outpouring of poetry as the preferred mode of Chicano and US Puerto Rican cultural nationalism can perhaps be tied to the vibrant periodical cultures that both movements fostered. In small journals such as El Grito (1967–74, Berkeley), Caracol (1974–7), The Rican (1971–4), and La Revista Chicano-Riqueña (1973–85), editors could juxtapose academic and polemical essays alongside poems by writers such as Alurista, Ricardo Sánchez, Pedro Pietri, and Miguel Piñero, attempting to rescue Mexican and Puerto Rican cultures from the American dustbin.

      The oral quality of Chicano and US Puerto Rican poetry is also significant, manifesting its continued tie to Mexican and Puerto Rican musical and performative traditions. One of the most famous poems of the Chicano movement, Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzáles’s epic “I am Joaquín/Yo soy Joaquín” (1967), was declaimed at rallies and served to imagine the outlines of a mythic Chicano history and identity. By the same token, no institution has been more important to US Puerto Rican literature than the Nuyorican Poets Café, founded by poet Miguel Algarín in 1974. The café not only served as a testing ground and community space for Nuyorican poetics in the 1970s but also has exerted strong influence on the spoken word and slam poetry movements that have become so popular throughout the US. If the novel is the traditional generic form of nineteenth-century European and American nationalism, then it might not be overreaching to state that the poem was its rightful successor for Chicano and Nuyorican cultural nationalism in the twentieth century. However, since poems tend not to work through the logic of simultaneity that governs the novel and print journalism, more work remains to be done in theorizing the relation between Latino/a poetics and nationalism.

    

    
      Challenges to nationalism

      Although the nation continues to be the dominant political form of the present global community, nationalism has been challenged theoretically on several fronts relevant to Latino/a literatures. First, nationalisms tend to be exclusive enterprises that construct cultural identities as natural, coherent, and historically enduring. Historians, literary and political theorists, and anthropologists as diverse as Hobsbawm, Étienne Balibar, Jacques Derrida, and Renato Rosaldo have critiqued this inflexibility, demonstrating in a variety of ways that nations are socially constructed, fragmented, and historically recent phenomena. Balibar’s account of nationalism as founded in an essentialist vision of race is especially forceful. Such a critique has been made repeatedly of Latino/a nationalist texts such as “El Plan Espiritual de Aztlán,” the prologue to the political agenda adopted at the National Chicano Youth Liberation Conference in Denver in 1969. The Plan, modeled after Mexican revolutionary manifestos such as the Plan de San Luis, proclaims the “independence of our mestizo nation,” declaring, “we are a bronze people with a bronze culture” (Alurista 1989: 1). The imagery of the bronze race refers back to the Mexican philosopher José Vasconcelos’s influential theory of mestizaje, La raza de bronce, which posited that the mestizos of America would rise up to become a new global master race. However, where Vasconcelos’s theory was ultimately white supremacist in thrust – asserting that the white races would eventually overpower and lift up the negative influences of indigenous and African blood – the Plan de Aztlán was proudly (if romantically) indigenista. But nationalism of this stripe runs into the same problem as US nationalism in the end: how to account for the actual, dizzying heterogeneity of people found with the nation’s ostensible borders.

      Along these lines, one area in which various Latino/a nationalisms have proven particularly problematic is in their relationship to pan-Latino/a identity, as narrowly construed nationalist identities and literary canons can present a barrier to pan-Latino/a identification. Mexican-American, Cuban-American, and Puerto Rican literatures have dominated the Latino/a literary landscape since the 1960s, but other American homelands have exercised a decided influence on Latino/a literature. The regime of dictator Rafael Trujillo in the Dominican Republic during the mid-twentieth century founded itself on a perverse nationalist populism (with support from the US), and Dominican nationalism influences some of the most highly acclaimed Latino/a literary works of the past two decades, including the novels of Julia Alvarez and Junot Díaz. Similarly, the authoritarian nationalisms of some Central American countries, especially the US-backed governments of Guatemala and El Salvador in the 1980s, led to ravaging civil wars and streams of immigration to the US. These nationalisms find literary representation in the works of writers such as Francisco Goldman, Héctor Tobar, and Demetria Martínez. Inasmuch as all Latino/a identities are binational identities at least, straddling the US and a Latin American homeland, simple nationalisms are insufficient to account for the resulting permutations.

      A second important critique of nationalism has been that it is a patriarchal venture in practice if not necessarily in theory. Feminist critics beginning in the 1970s and more prominently in the 1980s criticized Chicano and Nuyorican nationalism as patriarchal formations. Among famous instances of this critique was the publication of Cherríe Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa’s anthology This Bridge Called My Back: Writing by Radical Women of Color (1983), which called attention to the subordinated status of women within nationalist and anti-colonial movements, as well as the marginalized status of women of color within mainstream US feminism. In a different vein, Rosario Ferré’s novel The House on the Lagoon (1995) focuses on the marginalized lives of women – specifically, the protagonist Isabel Monfort – amid the conflicts between independentistas and supporters of US statehood in Puerto Rico.

      This is not to say that critics have dismissed nationalism as merely outmoded or irrecoverable. To the contrary, the powerful attraction of the nation form continues unabated, as evidenced by defenses of nationalism such as George Mariscal’s polemical history Brown-Eyed Children of the Sun: Lessons from the Chicano Movement, 1965–1975 (2005), and works of art that imagine more inclusive, capacious forms of nationalism, such as Cherríe Moraga’s essay “Queer Aztlán,” from The Last Generation (1993). That essay proceeds from the premise that the nation is not an untenable form, but rather that it has been exclusionary in execution and must be remedied to fulfill the promises it has repeatedly engendered.

      Finally, nationalism faces its most serious intellectual challenge in the so-called “hemispheric turn” of American studies and the turn to transnational models of Latino/a identity and culture. To some extent, as noted above, all Latino/a identities are at least binational, but the complexities of Latino/a citizenship are complicated by the flows of people, money, and goods occasioned by global capitalism as well as by the increasing transculturation of Latino/a communities. The encounters between the Mexican protagonist of Sandra Cisneros’s The House on Mango Street (1984) and her Puerto Rican neighbors in Chicago’s Humboldt Park are a good example of these complications, as is the uneasy relationship of Antonio, the Guatemalan exile protagonist of Héctor Tobar’s The Tattooed Soldier (1998), to his Mexican immigrant neighbors in Los Angeles. For nationalism to endure as a politically and intellectually relevant force, it will need to demonstrate its ability to adapt to the circuitous transnational routes of Latino/a migration and identification.
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TRANSNATIONALISM
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      More than a century before it comprised a formal area of study in the US academy, Latino literature produced in the United States emerged from, engaged with, and circulated through transnational and transamerican contexts. The first decades of the nineteenth century witnessed successful struggles for independence by most of Spain’s New World colonies, significant expansions of US territory, and early attempts by continental leaders such as Simón Bolívar and James Monroe to articulate a new relationship between Europe and the Americas, and between the diverse young nations of the Americas. As the incipient Spanish-American republics strove to formulate coherent national identities, they often turned to the US as a possible model, even while watching with increasing wariness as their northern neighbor – dubbed the “Colossus of the North” as early as 1837 by the Mexican Secretary of War José María Tornel y Mendivil – spoke of “manifest destiny” and aggressively waged war against Mexico, annexing half of its territory in 1848. In the midst of such instability, writers and readers of Spanish-American origins, in communities large and small, permanent and ephemeral, across the United States, crafted, translated, published, and circulated texts in Spanish, English, or an admixture of both, that reflected their status and experience as (at least) bicultural subjects.

      As Kirsten Silva Gruesz observes, in her study of nineteenth-century Latino print culture, “the possibility of a meaningful commonality of the idea of Latino expression” was, and continues to be, necessarily complicated by the “impossible diversity of the term ‘Latino,’” which encompasses individuals and communities from disparate and shifting national, class, ethnic, racial, and gender backgrounds (Gruesz 2001: x–xi). Nevertheless, she and other scholars have shown persuasively that, in the midst of meaningful differences, meaningful commonalities can be located. Such commonalities, like the communities and institutions that consciously or unconsciously forge them, do not always manifest themselves uniformly across space and time. Still, Latino/a writers’ connections (direct, inherited, or imagined) to an American homeland other than the hegemonic United States, coupled with their status (chosen, imposed, or both) as outsiders with intimate, often painful knowledge of the inner workings of the “Colossus of the North,” prepare fallow ground for a transnational literary imagination.

      Consider, for example, the lives and literary careers of María Amparo Ruiz de Burton and José Martí, which in many substantive ways could hardly be more different. They were born 20 years apart (she in 1832, he in 1853), into different gendered experiences, and on opposite ends of the Americas (she in Baja California, he in Havana, Cuba). Ruiz de Burton came from a Mexican military and landowning family, and became a US citizen as a teenager, in the wake of the Mexican-American war. She married an Anglo captain in the US Army, spent nearly a decade in the eastern United States while her husband fought for the North in the Civil War, and wrote in English as a means to make money after being widowed in her late thirties. The few literary works she published were little read in her own day and remained almost entirely forgotten until the end of the twentieth century. Martí, in contrast, was a Cuban-born child of Spanish parents who devoted his life to the cause of his island’s independence from Spain. Exiled from his homeland as a teenager for his political writings, he lived for years in the US but remained, in his own words, “an American without a country” (Lomas 2008: 35). A prolific writer, he became famous throughout the Americas, and remains a canonical figure in Latin American letters, for the hundreds of politically charged poems and essays he wrote in Spanish during his relatively brief life, which ended on a battlefield in Cuba. Still, a few common threads tie these two disparate figures together. Both lived much of their adult lives in the United States, whose culture and politics they knew intimately and about which they expressed deeply ambivalent opinions. Both – like most of their nineteenth-century Latino/a literary peers – hailed from a Spanish American elite that, as Silva Gruesz has argued, “shared a possessive investment in whiteness, in certain definitions of cultural literacy, and in a masculinist model of nationhood” (Gruesz 2001: 208). Both produced writings that seem to endorse some elements of this elite discourse, while rebelling against or disrupting others. Finally, both contributed to and drew from a distinctly Latino transnational literary imaginary.

      Such an imaginary permeates Ruiz de Burton’s 1872 novel, Who Would Have Thought It?. Set primarily in New England during the Civil War, this unusual text centers on the culturally symbolic romance between an upright New England man and a racially ambiguous (but secretly wealthy) Mexican woman. As the novel tells it, the latter character, named Lola, had her skin dyed black while being held captive, along with her soon to be deceased mother, by a group of Apaches. After she is rescued by Dr. Norval (her future husband’s father) and brought to live with his family in New England, the dye slowly fades and her racial identity changes accordingly. She is, at various points, described as black, Indian, Mexican, Spanish, mongrel, and white. These transformations – whose precise meanings have been the target of lively critical debate (Aranda 1998; Bost 2003; Rivera 2004) – disrupt the black-white binary that even today dominates US concepts of race; in the process, they also expose the racial hypocrisy of abolitionist New England. At the same time, Lola’s avowed loyalty to her Spanish-Mexican heritage unsettles geographically limited notions of North and South by insisting that the specter of the Mexican-American War be revisited during the Civil War (Rivera 2004). By foregrounding Mexico and the fate of the Mexican peoples displaced by the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, Ruiz de Burton “casts her critique of the United States in terms that are not instantly recognizable” (Aranda 1998: 572). In doing so, she pushes her readers into unfamiliar territories and forces them to reevaluate entrenched ways of making meaning by reposit(ion)ing central questions of US identity in transnational, rather than national, terms.

      Ruiz de Burton, as a US citizen who wrote in English, fits the contemporary model of the Latino/a writer; Martí decidedly does not. Not only did he write in Spanish, but his best-known writings are characterized by their nationalist commitment to Cuba, as well as their passionate call for the southern nations of the Americas to join in opposition to the colonial legacy of Spain and the growing economic and political dominance of the United States. Martí’s pan-Latin Americanism is clearly on display in his canonical 1891 essay “Nuestra América” [“Our America”] in which he describes the US as “the giant with seven league boots” who does not know, and so disdains, its southern neighbors. He concludes by warning his fellow Spanish-Americans:


      
        [I]t is imperative that our neighbor know us, and soon, so that it will not scorn us. Through ignorance it might even come to lay hands on us. Once it does know us, it will remove its hands out of respect.

        (Martí 1977: 85, 93)

      

      
While conventional criticism on Martí has focused, with good reason, on his nationalism and pan-Latin Americanism, more recently some scholars have explored the role that a Latino transnationalism might play in his writing. Ramón Gutiérrez and Elliot Young, for example, identify his long residency in New York City, extensive travels throughout the US, and substantial writing about the peoples and cultures of the neighbor to the north as “experiences that enabled him to imagine the possibilities of border crossing within the Americas” (Gutiérrez and Young 2010: 37–8). Laura Lomas makes a similar connection when she describes Martí as a “migrant Latino writer” whose intimate, ambivalent relationship to “the giant with seven league boots” inspired the literary evocation of an America that “lies in and beyond the United States, both geographically and temporally. It is not hermetically separable from this nation of settlers, colonizers, diasporics, migrants, and ‘natives,’ nor is it fully containable within it” (Lomas 2008: 35).

      Thus Martí, like (and yet unlike) Ruiz de Burton, could be said to participate in and be representative of a Latino transnational imagination that is neither blind to borders nor bereft of nationalist sentiment. Drawing from multiple cultural, linguistic, and historical traditions, moving across boundary lines without erasing them, this imagination generates critical visions of a radically transnational America that is largely absent from a US self-concept that blithely equates “America” with itself. Despite their 20-year age difference, both Ruiz de Burton and Martí died in the 1890s. A century later, in the 1990s, Latino studies had become a recognized field of study and, in the US academy, the transnational turn in literary and (US) American studies was firmly underway. It is not surprising, then, that, during this latter period, Ruiz de Burton’s forgotten novels were recovered by Rosaura Sánchez and Beatrice Pita, while Martí’s extensive writings began to attract the interest of US Americanists from a broad range of disciplines. Nor is it surprising that much of the resulting criticism focused on the transnational potential of their work, a tendency tidily captured in the title of Jeffrey Belnap and Raúl Fernández’s 1998 book José Martí’s “Our America”: From National to Hemispheric Cultural Studies. Yet, as we have seen, neither writer generated a simplistic transnational imaginary. Rather, both offered pointed critiques of US hemispheric imperialism, even as they employed a complex mix of nationalist and transnationalist sentiment.

      Frances Aparicio underscores a strikingly similar tension when she reminds us that today’s transnational Latino studies were born from the cultural nationalism of the Chicano and Nuyorican movements of the 1960s, which has only recently “transformed itself, although only partially and in a dialectic manner, into what we call Latino studies.” Aparicio goes on to argue that the “tendency toward ‘Latino-ness’ arises from various factors,” which are historical, strategic, intellectual, and bureaucratic in nature (Aparicio 2003: 5). Specifically, the historical growth, diffusion, and diversification of the Latino population in the United States – a process accelerated by the economic and technological forces of contemporary globalization – created a strategic need “to recognize national diversity in the Latino community in the United States” and form calculated political and institutional alliances (Aparicio 2003: 5). At the same time that the term “Latino” was thus being pragmatically, if ambivalently, embraced, the pioneering work of Latino/a intellectuals, especially feminist and queer theorists, generated important critiques of the cultural nationalist paradigms of the 1960s while formulating incipient theories of transnationalism.

      Such work began even before the term Latino gained cache. An early example is This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color, the 1983 anthology edited by the queer Chicana feminist writers, Cherríe Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa. This now-classic volume may not employ terms such as “Latino,” “nationalism,” or “transnationalism,” but it grapples with questions central to any nuanced understanding of these concepts. Gathering autobiographical, literary, and academic writings by queer, Native American, Latina, African-American, and Asian-American women born inside and outside of the US, its form as well as content confronts many of the individual and collective challenges posed by contemporary globalization. The Puerto Rican poet and activist, Rosario Morales, for example, defiantly asserts her right to be both Puerto Rican and US American in the short poetic prose piece, “I Am What I Am”:


      
        I am what I am and I am US American I haven’t wanted to say it because if I did you’d take away the Puerto Rican but now I say go to hell … I am what I am I am Puerto Rican I am US American.

        (Moraga and Anzaldúa 1983: 14)

      

      
In the autobiographical “La Prieta,” Gloria Anzaldúa also examines the tensions that arise from asserting a multifaceted personal identity, while analyzing problems associated with cultural nationalism and the creation of effective cross-cultural alliances:


      
        I am a wind-swayed bridge, a crossroads inhabited by whirlwinds. Gloria, the facilitator, Gloria the mediator, straddling the walls between abysses. “Your allegiance is to La Raza, the Chicano movement,” say the members of my race. “Your allegiance is to the Third World,” say my Black and Asian friends. “Your allegiance is to your gender, to women,” say the feminists. Then there’s my allegiance to the Gay movement, to the socialist revolution, to the New Age, to magic and the occult. And there’s my affinity to literature, to the world of the artist. What am I? A third world lesbian feminist with Marxist and mystic leanings. They would chop me up into little fragments and tag each piece with a label.

        (Moraga and Anzaldúa 1983: 205)

      

      
Decrying the fragmenting violence of demands for undivided allegiance to geographical, ethnic, cultural, or sexual markers of identity, Anzaldúa invokes, without resolving, the lasting tension between a practical desire for group unity characteristic of the Chicano and other Civil Rights movements, and the rejection of labels, including national ones, exemplified in her writing and her life.

      It was about a decade after the publication of This Bridge Called My Back that the ever-increasing pressures of globalization began to modify demands for undivided allegiance by fomenting new alliances and intellectual approaches within Latino/a studies and beyond. At the same time, bureaucratic and budgetary pressures led many universities to impose structural changes from without by consolidating ethnic and area studies programs, often under the banner of a mushy multiculturalism that “tends to homogenize minority cultures.” Such consolidations, as Aparicio and others have argued, threaten the cultural specificity and intellectual autonomy of Latino studies and its various subfields (Aparicio 2003: 7). Just as imposed institutional changes can mute differences between distinctive Latino/a (and non-Latino/a) communities, so too reading Latino/a literature through an uncritical or homogenizing transnational lens can lead to the erasure of local realities and a facile celebration of boundary crossings as essentially liberating. On the one hand, as Anzaldúa suggests, the defensively insular posture of the Chicano/a Movement (and its counterparts) needed to be reformed because it repressed certain kinds of difference, sometimes violently, in order to protect its own integrity. On the other hand, a different kind of danger emerges when diversity is embraced for diversity’s sake, and real complexities – can one be a US Chicana and a “Third World” woman? Can a commitment to Marxism and magic coexist? – are glibly overlooked.

      How, then, do we recognize and assess the complexities of Latino/a literature’s transnationality, in particular, without diminishing contradictions and complications, without erasing local realities or significant variances between individual communities? Such questions, of course, tap into broader ongoing debates about localism, nationalism, and transnationalism in an age of accelerated globalization. The basic contours of those debates are well known, and it would be neither practical nor possible to repeat them here. Still, as we have seen, the movement away from the cultural nationalism of Chicano and Nuyorican studies and towards trans-national Latino studies was hastened, if not produced, by the very concrete economic and technological forces of globalization. Juan Flores, for example, argues that “[t]he main shift marking off the present context of Latino studies from its previous manifestation … is perhaps best summed up in the words ‘global’ and ‘globalization,’” and goes on to explain:


      
        The economic restructuring of world capitalism that took off in the mid-1970s along with the further revolutionizing of telecommunications have made for radically new levels of interaction and interconnectedness among populations at a regional level. The growing mass migrations generated by these changes are also affected by them, and in their circular and transnational character differ markedly from the migratory experiences of the early 1970s.

        (Flores 2003: 194)

      

      
The resulting growth, dispersion, and increased diversity of US Latino populations encouraged the internally driven developments described above by Aparicio: namely, the creation of strategic pan-Latino alliances and significant intellectual innovations. The latter, in particular, deserve special mention because of the pioneering role they have played, not only in Latino studies, but also in the broader development of contemporary globalization studies. This is most notably true of theoretical formulations of the US-Mexico borderlands developed by Chicano critics during the 1980s. Pointing to the formation of the Association of Borderlands Studies in the first half of the decade, as well as the 1987 publication of Anzaldúa’s Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza, Gutiérrez and Young argue that, even though such work did not always explicitly respond to incipient “neoliberal ideologies and economic policies,” it provided a framework for understanding globalization in which “the borderlands was deemed a liminal zone, a space of cultural hybridity, and a place of transculturation where people, cultures, and ideas moved in complex ways” (Gutiérrez and Young 2010: 48). Differing significantly from concepts developed by proponents of neoliberalism, this framework emerged from the historical and cultural realities of the US-Mexico border, but its appeal proved to be much broader; as a result, it “was, and continues to be, invoked as a way of describing similar cultural processes anywhere on the globe” (Gutiérrez and Young 2010: 49).

      Less widely recognized for its pioneering status than the borderlands model, but equally worthy of mention, is the work of Hispanic Caribbeanists, especially US-based Nuyorican scholars who, around the same time, began “to recognize transnational flows in the production and reception of culture” (Aparicio 2003: 15). Drawing from first-hand observations of the fluid nature of Puerto Rican migratory patterns and the transnational character of Puerto Rican communities in New York City, and also inspired by a rich Spanish Caribbean intellectual tradition long interested in how outside forces influence insular cultures, these scholars articulated theories of transnational migration “before ‘transnational’ became trendy” (Aparicio 2003: 15). For example, as early as 1981, the New York City-born Puerto Rican sociologist, Frank Bonilla, employed the now-common term “circular migration” in an article he co-authored with Ricardo Campo. Similar terms coined around the same time include “revolving door migration” and the “Spanish folk term” el vaivén, which, according to Jorge Duany, is a “culturally dense word [referring] to the constant comings and goings [… of] thousands of Puerto Ricans” (Duany 2003: 431). On the one hand, the intellectual processes that generated these early theories of transnationality underscore an ongoing need to devote scholarly and institutional resources to the specialized study of discrete national and local cultures, for without such study, concepts of the borderlands or circular migration could not have been developed. On the other hand, the same processes suggest the fundamental importance of analyzing local realities in carefully considered transnational contexts. This dual imperative has important implications, not only for the production and interpretation of Latino literature, but also for the place of Latino studies programs, which continue to be incorporated into centers, programs, or departments with broader and at times competing missions.

      As a non-Latina academic with a doctorate in Spanish and a specialization in Hispano-Caribbean cultures and literatures, Latino literature has long been of interest to me, although my graduate course work provided meager opportunities to engage it in a formal educational setting. Given my personal interests and orientations – not to mention the large numbers of Latino/a students in my classes – I have often wondered at the apparent lack of interest in Latino/a literature shown by so many traditional Spanish language and literature programs, especially when compared to even fairly conventional English literature programs, whose faculties often include at least a token Latino literature specialist. Certainly, this disciplinary difference can be explained in part by the more aggressively transnational turn taken by English literary studies (Jay 2010). Additionally, the question of language is fundamental: current reconsiderations of Martí notwithstanding, most contemporary Latino literature is written in English, and many Spanish programs resist teaching English-language literary texts. Some reasons for this resistance are pedagogical (i.e., students should be given maximized opportunities to practice their Spanish skills), while others are linked to the ongoing influence of traditional Hispanism, which conflates language and culture in ways that are, as Sebastiaan Faber argues, “simply too tied up with cultural nationalism.” By presupposing a “unitary ‘soul’” that ties Spain to the Spanish-speaking Americas this Hispanism ends up “repressing or erasing most forms of internal otherness – an erasure of difference in the name of difference” (Faber 2005: 89). Just as it challenged the cultural unity demanded by early Chicano nationalism, the transnational nature of Latino/a literature disrupts this linguistically and historically based imagined unity, and so its place in Spanish programs remains uneasy at best.

      The Dominican American writer Julia Alvarez has written eloquently of confronting a similar uneasiness, although one related to personal identity and creative, rather than pedagogical, processes. In a short essay entitled “Doña Aída, with Your Permission,” Alvarez recalls being publicly admonished by Aída Cartagena Portalatín, the most influential Dominican woman writer of the twentieth century. At an annual meeting of the Caribbean Studies Association, after both writers read their work on stage, Cartagena turned to Alvarez, chastised her for writing in English, and urged her to “[c]ome back to your country, to your language. You are Dominican” (Alvarez 1998a: 171). In her essay, a belated response to Cartagena’s rebuke, Alvarez insists that she is neither Dominican nor (US) American, and that her “native language” is not so easily classified:


      
        I don’t hear the same rhythms in English as a native speaker of English. Sometimes I hear Spanish in English (and of course vice versa). That’s why I describe myself as a Dominican American writer. That’s not just a term. I’m mapping a country that’s not on the map.

        (Alvarez 1998a: 173)

      

      
Mapping countries unrecognized by conventional cartography: this is not just Alvarez’s project, but that of Latino literature more generally. The difficulties inherent to such mappings are also traced in Alvarez’s “Antojos,” the first short story in her 1991 collection, How the García Girls Lost Their Accents, which recounts Yolanda’s visit to the Dominican Republic after a five-year absence. Having lived most of her 30-plus years in the United States, Yolanda (one of the titular García sisters) secretly hopes this return will be permanent, and when her aunts and cousins present her with a celebratory cake in the shape of the island, it becomes symbolic of her desire for an uncomplicated journey home. Lit up with candles, Yolanda imagines that the cake “blazes the route she has worked out on the map for herself, north of the city through the mountains to the coast” (Alvarez 1991: 11). Once she sets out on her solo road trip north, however, Yolanda’s relationship with the island’s real landscapes proves difficult to pin down as fear and uncertainty gradually complicate her plans. Stranded with a flat tire in a remote guava grove whose “rustling leaves … echo the warnings of her old aunts: you will get lost, you will get kidnapped, you will get raped, you will get killed,” she grows increasingly overwhelmed. When she finally is able to pull away from the grove, she imagines it “has grown into the road and woven its matt of branches tightly in all directions” (Alvarez 1991: 17, 22). Far more complicated than the clean route burned on the island-shaped cake, the guava grove’s untamed impenetrability parallels Yolanda’s murky relationship with notions of “home” and identity.

      As Latino/a writers struggle to define (or resist defining) the unmapped countries they call (or don’t call) home, they run the risk that the countries they imagine will remain invisible to readers in well-bordered nations. As Román de la Campa has noted, it is not only the United States that has a history of dismissing US Latinos as “nationless multitudes”; Latin America, too, has been slow in “discover[ing] this side of its mirror image.” As an example, de la Campa notes that “[t]he renowned literary prizes of the Cuban institution Casa de las Américas … did not include Chicano literature amongst its categories until the 1980s, and always kept Nuyorican literature as a subgenre of the Puerto Rican corpus” (de la Campa 2001: 378–9). More recently, however, at least some Latin American writers, literary institutions, and readers have shown signs of embracing certain Latino writers. For example, the 2007 literary festival Bogotá39 featured the work of 39 up-and-coming writers under the age of 39, including two US-based novelists who write in English: the Dominican-born Junot Díaz and the Peruvian-born Daniel Alarcón. But what does such an embrace mean, precisely, when the festival’s publicity material erases their blurred cultural identities by labeling Díaz as simply Dominican and Alarcón as simply Peruvian? Certainly, both writers struggle with such questions, but they also – like Rosario Morales and Julia Alvarez – assert their cultural duality as fundamental to their personal identities as well as their artistic strategies.

      For example, when asked about the mixture of Spanish and English that penetrates not just the vocabulary but the syntactical structure of his Pulitzer Prize-winning novel, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao (2007), Díaz echoes Alvarez when he explains:


      
        Since I can remember, English was present in my Spanish. And clearly Spanish was always present in my English. It may have taken me a while to systemize this at the level of narrative. But the technique, the mixture, has always been within me.

        (O’Rourke 2007: n.p.)

      

      
Alarcón, meanwhile, expresses qualms about the popularity of his 2007 English-language novel, Lost City Radio, which is set in an unnamed Latin American country, worrying that it “benefit[s] from a certain laziness on the part of both American publishers and American readers” who “want to hear stories from ‘exotic places’” that are “easily digestible,” rather than read works written in other languages that might inscribe “entirely different ways of imagining what the contours of a story can be.” Yet he acknowledges that it is a good time to be a Latino writer precisely “because cultures and languages are colliding; spaces between people are shrinking. Inevitably really interesting things are going to happen from these collisions” (Jauregui 2008: n.p.).

      While writers such as Alarcón, Díaz, and others explore the ramifications of such collisions in their literary works, how might we, as readers, productively embrace Gruesz’s proposal to generate “new critical paradigms that are both local and trans-national in scope,” and that are capable of imagining “new geographies of regional and national cultures alike: geographies that would emphasize their formation within and around the imaginary field of América” (Gruesz 2003: 126–7)? Moreover, how do we do so without – to echo Anzaldúa’s “La Prieta” – reducing the function of Latino literature to that of a “wind-swayed bridge … straddling the walls between” the two Americas, on the one hand; or chopping the diversity of geographies, histories, and identities contained within the term “Latino” into easily labeled fragments, on the other? Worthy of study on its own terms, the inherently transnational perspective embedded within Latino textual traditions also offers a unique model for scholars and students of US or Latin American literary and cultural production, precisely because it complicates and ultimately rejects the stale binaries through which the various nations of the Americas have come to view each other. Searching for meaningful commonalities in the midst of meaningful differences, a careful transnationalist approach to Latino literature thus seeks, not to stake out new territories, but rather to make theoretical, practical, or ethical interventions that shed light on the ways in which Latino literature moves painfully and joyfully across borders, belonging to many nations and to none.
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INDIGENEITY

    
      George Hartley
    

    
      One of the most contested tendencies within Latino/a literature (and culture more generally) involves the focus on the continuance of the indigenous roots of Latino/a identity. To speak of Latino/a indigenous identity, however, is to immediately get involved in what could be seen as at once a redundant and an oxymoronic gesture: the categorical fusion of latinidad and indigeneity. This fusion, which lies at the heart of conceptualizations of mestizaje, points to the tensions underlying uses of latinidad. Whereas the “Latin” of latinidad points to the imaginative construction of an American (hemispheric) identity starting from its European (Spanish) roots, the indigenous turn often involves a rejection of these European roots. The category of indigeneity begins with but works quite differently from that of mestizaje, primarily because the emphasis on indigeneity (the “Indian” half of mestizo identity – the notion of “half” itself often serving to erase the third African “half” of the equation) works explicitly as an anti-colonial strategy in the face of continuing Anglo-American racism towards and exploitation of peoples of Hispanic descent – where “anti-colonial” signals an external strategy of colonized versus colonizer while “decolonial” would refer to internal challenges within a given identity formation (such as an injunction among Chicanos/as to learn Nahuatl). This is especially so when there is a need to counter the Anglo tendency to consider Latinos/as as foreigners within the US, regardless of the citizenship status and/or length of residency of any particular Latino/a.

      This attention to continuing indigenous roots functions, then, primarily as a sign of territorial priority. In other words, as a challenge to the “illegal alienization,” so to speak, of Latinos/as in mainstream Anglo culture and politics, the foregrounding of indigeneity highlights the fact that Latinos/as have been on this continent long before Anglo-Americans, not simply as a competing European power but as indigenous peoples. It is Anglo-Americans, according to this anti-colonial logic, who are the newcomers and invaders. Beyond this initial anti-colonial political gesture, as we shall see, the emphasis on indigeneity comes into play as a marker of cultural (versus strictly residential) continuity despite the legacy of genocide, as well as a path to aesthetic and spiritual development and expression (see Pérez 2005).

      This indigenous turn has not gone unchallenged, however. Among the issues involved in such challenges are the following: 1) the all-too-easy charges of “nostalgia,” “romanticism,” and “essentialism” used against every ethnic or traditional revival (charges which in academic settings, I would argue, tend more often to marginalize indigenous knowledges than to challenge potentially racist categories – see Valdés-Rodríguez (2003) for a fictional version of this challenge); 2) the charge of anti-black racism, wherein the turn to an indigenous identity reputedly masks an attempt to erase blackness; and 3) the charge of illicit cooptation of signs of indigeneity at the expense of “real living” indigenous groups and peoples. The last category involves in part the Latin American tradition of state indigenismo, wherein various criollo (or European descendants born in the Americas) and mestizo (mixed European and indigenous) nationalists, as part of their independence struggles, hold out their indigenous past as a way to claim hemispheric priority in the face of European and Yankee forms of imperialism (Bonfil Batalla 1996; Díaz-Polanco 1997; Alcina Franch, 1990). The Cárdenas administration in 1930s Mexico is often seen, for example, as contributing to an indigenist policy that celebrates indigenous roots (as in Diego Rivera’s mural projects) while ultimately erasing current indigenous peoples through invocations of the progressive nature of mestizaje (building on the theory of José Vasconcelos (1997 [1925])).

      Cuban writer José Martí’s works, especially “Nuestra América” (1891), remain a paradigmatic example of the embrace of “Indian” identity as an anti-imperial strategy (Lomas 2008). Martí’s phrase “our America” situates Americans south of the United States (“from the Río Bravo to the Straits of Magellan”) in opposition, on the one hand, to Europeans and their criollo descendants (where the term “America” signals their differences) and to the United States (“our” America versus “their” America) on the other. A new landscape (the Americas) gives rise to a new people (mestizos) whose authentic roots lie with their indigenous ancestors and neighbors. Unlike those who sought simply to ground their indigeneity in images of Indians of the past, Martí expands this heritage to include the living presence of contemporary Indians, such as Guatemala’s Mayan descendants, as well as contemporary Indians of Venezuela, Mexico, and North America. Geography gives rise to a people who, in tune with and shaped by that landscape, can help save mestizos from the debilitating cultural impact of their European roots and practices. Once the colonialist “dams” are taken down and contemporary Indians are granted full cultural self-determination, they can restore themselves after centuries of genocidal oppression and, in the process, revitalize their mestizo children by re-acquainting them with their original cultural practices. (See Fernández Retamar 1989; Bojórquez Urzaiz 2004; Fernández Valledor 1993; Belnap and Fernández 1998; and Mignolo 2005.)

      I would argue that this Latino/a move to embrace and celebrate indigenous identity has played out very differently for writers with Caribbean roots than it has for Chicano/a writers. While claims to Chicano/a indigeneity have certainly been severely scrutinized within and without the Chicano/a community – often ending in a situation where people of Mexican ancestry must present yet one more set of identity papers in order to be accepted for who they say they are – peoples of Caribbean ancestry face downright genocidal patterns of refusal and rejection. Critics of indigenous Caribbean writers frame their attacks at best in terms of the seemingly romantic gestures behind such claims; at worst, critics seek to paint Taíno activists as delusional and racist, supposedly complicit in a pattern of whitening Caribbean identity wherein Indians come out decidedly less black than their African selves. Whether of the “anti-romantic” or “anti-racist” mode, such attacks on claims to indigenous identity, I would argue, risk supporting a 500-year legacy of racist attempts to erase indigenous survival more than they help in countering efforts to erase blackness. Because of the dramatically different nature of the modes of denial of Chicano/a and Caribbean indigenous identity, I will frame this essay in regional rather than topical terms. I wish to assert at the outset, however, that I do not in any way wish to unearth past battles between Chicanos/as and Caribbean-originated Latinos/as when I pose this regional distinction. Such past battles, it seems to me, centered on problems related to Anglo-American definitions of citizenship and belonging rather than on interracial complications arising from Latino/a internalizations of Anglo-American valorizations of whiteness and rejections of blackness. My main point is that the crucial efforts to highlight black identity are not helped through the misguided efforts to erase indigenous identity as they end up serving a divide-and-conquer agenda.

    

    
      Extinction vs. revival: Competing “myths” of the indigenous Caribbean

      While the celebratory use of indigenous terms such as “Arawak,” “Cemí,” and “Borikén” remains predominant in the Caribbean-American literature of the past few decades, attempts to frame, say, Puerto Rican or Boricua identity in terms of its indigenous roots are sometimes hotly contested. In the words of Puerto Rican scholar Arlene Dávila (2001b: 35): “[W]e might ask, is the Taíno resurgence the result of a direct continuity with the past, or is it a New Age fad or a curiosity to be laughed at?” Even more contested are attempts by Cubans and Dominicans (whether diasporic or islander) to claim indigenous (usually Taíno) identity.

      The story concerning the indigenous peoples of the northern Caribbean has been, at least since Bartolomé de las Casas’s 1542 A Brief Account of the Destruction of the Indies, that the original inhabitants whom Columbus called Indians quickly became not only conquered but extinct. As with other hemispheric versions of indigenismo, however, such presumed extinction allowed for criollo claims to indigeneity in their independence struggles and their nationalist marketing campaigns while rarely having to address the needs – or existence – of living Indians. This exploitation of indigeneity led to both of the “myths” I discuss here: the “myth” of extinction and the “myth” of revival or continuance. First, the nationalist exploitation of indigeneity provided the focal point for those wary of self-serving claims to indigenous roots that served mainly to support a racist elite dressed in Indian clothing through the “myth” of indigenous identity. Given the frequent function of such myths to serve also as a cloak for racist rejections of African roots (Sacoto 1981; Sagás 2000), this elitist strategy remains doubly troubling. Thus for many critics, any claims to indigenous identity in the formerly Spanish Caribbean immediately provoke anxieties over mythicization. (For Taíno myth in the traditional sense, see Tapia y Rivera (1943) and Orsini Luiggi (1974)). Second, the nationalist exploitation of indigeneity, to the extent that it obscures the visibility of the continuing existence and rights of surviving indigenous peoples, leads to the attack on the “myth” of extinction of indigenous peoples by those who claim renewed or continuing indigenous identity, whether through genetic or cultural inheritance.

      At times references to indigenous genocide and conquest at the hands of the Spanish serve to point to an inherited past trauma but do not necessarily imply any significant claim to present indigenous identity. Gloria Vando’s 1993 poem “The Legend of the Flamboyán,” for example, depicts the questions and strategies of the Taíno of Borikén upon the arrival of the Spanish. While Vando portrays the intelligence, heroism, wisdom, and harmonious relations with nature of the followers of Chief Agüeybaná and the murderous greed of the European conquerors, her poem is ultimately a lament for the numerous deaths of the indigenous population, some through mass suicide, whose absence now exhibits itself in the Flamboyán flower, the “stained silence” amid the “splashes of blood / blooming all over the island” (Vando 1993b: 45). The lingering beauty of the Taíno despite the horrors of conquest takes the form of the hummingbird in Martín Espada’s “Colibrí” (1990: 34–6). Lizards scatter through lush forests strewn with the cemís (“the rock carvings / of eyes and mouths / in perfect circles of amazement”) as though still fleeing the Spanish, those “who conquered / with iron and words” such as “Taíno” for the indigenous peoples and “colibrí” for the hummingbird (who, like the lizards, still appears to be darting and banging in escape, its “racing Taíno heart / frantic as if hearing / the bellowing god of gunpowder / for the first time”). This hummingbird is lucky enough to be cupped in the hands of a kind human who then releases the frightened bird through “the window, / where he disappears / into a paradise of sky, / a nightfall of singing frogs.” “If only history,” the speaker laments, “were like your hands;” then the Taíno might likewise have been saved from the destruction of the Conquest.

      More frequently, references to indigenous roots serve as a sign of the tripartite racial composition of the Boricua, as in Aurora Levins Morales’s 1986 poem “Child of the Americas.” Examining the complex nature of her mestizaje, she writes, “I am not African. Africa is in me, but I cannot return. / I am not taína. Taíno is in me, but there is no way back. / I am not European. Europe lives in me, but I have no home there” (Levins Morales and Morales 1986: 50). Taíno ancestry does not lead to a sense of Taíno identity any more than African or European ancestry helps her identify with a particular element of her background. This can also be seen in Ed Morales’s ironic portrayal of his own attempts to make sense of his complex ethnic identity when he looks into the mirror and sees “someone of a different race, a different social class, a different life philosophy,” such as an Egyptian, a high-yellow African-American, or “sometimes, when [he’s] feeling really scattered, [he] see[s] a Taino tribe member, ingesting the psychoactive drug called cohoba in search of the vertical shaft that leads to the Fourth Dimension” (2002: 26). Or as Víctor Hernández Cruz puts it, “When I write in Puerto Rican Spanish … I am writing in a language which has Taíno, Arabic-Gypsy-Berber, and African words” (1997: 22). But he then basically asks, in his poem “Mesa Blanca,” if the Taíno truly vanished, as the textbooks say, then where are all of these mestizos coming from? He then goes on to catalog the indigenous things that clearly have not vanished: the gestures, thoughts, dreams, intuitions, memories, fruits, rivers, names of towns, fish, musical instruments, dances, and ultimately the ground itself (Hernández Cruz 1997: 47–58). This refusal to be erased emanates from Bobby González’s ironically entitled collection of poems The Last Puerto Rican Indian (González 2006).

      One of the most popular accounts of the difficulties in confronting and comprehending this tripartite racial mix is Piri Thomas’s Down These Mean Streets (1967). Chapter 15 of this memoir, “Brothers Under the Skin,” explores Thomas’s attempts to make sense of what it means to be a dark-skinned Puerto Rican in New York in the mid-twentieth century. The author as a young man notices that his brother José’s penis is “white.” “Only ones got black peters is Poppa and me,” he thinks to himself, “and Poppa acts like his is white, too” (1967: 142). After explaining to José that they must have black ancestry in order for Piri to be so dark, José vehemently argues, “My skin is white. White, goddammit! White! Maybe Poppa’s a little dark, but that’s the Indian blood in him” (1967: 144). “‘What kinda Indian?’ I said bitterly. ‘Caribe? Or maybe Borinquén? … ’” (1967: 145). In a 1995 interview, Thomas asserted that he considers himself “un Negrito,” and also has “blood of the Taíno as well as the blood of the conquerors, the Spanish, and other Europeans along the way” (Cintrón 1995, 275).

      Nuyorican poet Sandra María Esteves, however, without eliding the other crucial components of her racial mix, is much more assertive in her references to Taíno identity, although these figure primarily as references to the past. The major conceit in her poem “Native American” (1990) involves the comparison of her indigenous roots to a tree in its native soil. Listing several possible names that she could claim as her own, most of them Hispanic, the final three are “Quarionex, Agüeybana Cemí.” In “Who Is Going to Tell Me?” focusing on the account of the “encounter” between her Spanish and indigenous ancestors, the speaker can find records of her Spanish great grandfathers but goes on to ask, “On whose gilded pages are inscribed / the names of my great grandmothers?” (Esteves 1990: 57).

      Cuban writer and scholar José Barreiro has written one of the most extensive fictional accounts of the initial relations between the Taíno and the Spanish. In The Indian Chronicles (1993), Barreiro asserts that while doing research on the descendants of the aboriginal peoples of the Caribbean he found and translated the diary of Diego Colón, the adopted son of Christopher Columbus. Colón’s 440-page manuscript “tells of events lived by the author, mostly around the period 1532–35, but with episodes that recall the first encounter at the island of Guanahani, site of Columbus’s landfall and the author’s home island” (Barreiro 1993: 9–10). The manuscript is made up of seven folios with titles such as: “Our Reality and Theirs” (with a section subtitled “Hard to explain our Indian religion, even to a good friar”) and “Losing Everything.”

      One of the most elaborated arguments for taking Caribbean Latino/a indigenous claims seriously is that by Tony Castanha in his book The Myth of Indigenous Caribbean Extinction: Continuity and Reclamation in Borikén (2010). Castanha challenges the myth that “the indigenous inhabitants of mainly the northern Antilles were extinguished by the Spaniards around the mid-sixteenth century” (Castanha 2010: 2). Because the history of the indigenous peoples of the Caribbean has been told by the colonizers, the realities of native survival and resurgence have been masked in order to promote various nationalist myths. This myth-making process helps perpetuate the nationalist image of the tripartite (Indian, African, and Spanish) nature of “Puerto Rican” ethnic identity, an image that relegates the Indian quotient to the past. The term “Jíbaro,” Castanha argues, originally referred to Borikén’s indigenous people (Silén 1971: 20). He writes that in the Indian language the word means “free,” but eventually came to refer simply to the peasants of the island and consequently became an iconic image of the national character of the Puerto Rican people as a whole. This point is a key example of Castanha’s strategy of showing that “African and Spanish people and traditions were essentially assimilated or synthesized into the indigenous lifestyle as survival strategies. As the Carib were exogamous, inter-marriage did not dilute the culture and people but rather enhanced them and increased their chances of survival” (Castanha 2010: 7). Drawing on historical, scientific (mitochondrial DNA studies – see also Haslip-Viera 2006 and Lalueza-Fox et al 2001), census, and especially ethnographic sources (interviews and stories), Castanha claims to uncover the continuing existence of the indigenous Jíbaro/ Boricuas not simply among isolated groups of “genetically” authentic Indians but among the population as a whole. In the process, he seeks to debunk once and for all the myth of extinction that continues to marginalize if not erase completely today’s indigenous people of Puerto Rico.

      An instructive exercise in this regard is to compare two critical collections of essays that could be seen as representative of either side of this debate. The volume supporting Latino/a claims to indigeneity would be Indigenous Resurgence in the Contemporary Caribbean, edited by Maximilian C. Forte (2006). In a review, the essay titles themselves reveal the key elements at play in this collection: “The Dual Absences of Extinction and Marginality – What Difference Does an Indigenous Presence Make?;” “Taíno Survivals: Cacique Panchito, Caridad de los Indios, Cuba;” “Ocama-Daca Taíno (Hear Me, I Am Taíno): Taíno Survival on Hispaniola, Focusing on the Dominican Republic;” and “Before, We Were Asleep: Now We must Awake from Our Sleep and Move Forward.”

      The opposing volume, while itself containing many differing views – including a Taíno perspective – would have to be Taíno Revival: Critical Perspectives on Puerto Rican Identity and Cultural Politics, edited by Gabriel Haslip-Viera (2001), a vocal critic of Latino/a Caribbean indigenous resurgence. Again, the basic drift of the collection as a whole can be gleaned from the essay titles, including “Competing Identities: Taíno Revivalism and Other Ethno-Racial Identity Movements among Puerto Ricans and Other Caribbean Latinos in the United States, 1980–Present”; “Making Indians Out of Blacks: The Revitalization of Taíno Identity in Contemporary Puerto Rico”; and, as a counterpoint, “Rethinking Taíno: A Taíno Perspective.”

    

    
      
        Aztlán and indigenous roots in Chicano/a literature
      

      The defining gesture of the Chicano Movement was its embrace of the indigenous roots of Mexican-American culture as an anti-colonial act of self-definition, the transformation of the negative connotations of the name “Chicano” into a source of pride – for “Chicano” had previously pointed to the “primitive” Indian half of the mestizo (Alarcón 1989). Following the proponents of Mexican nationalism, Chicanos focused primarily on the Aztecs (Mexica) in their identification with indigenous tribal roots (although certain writers at times also point to ancient Toltec (Ana Castillo 1988), contemporary Mayan (Juan Felípe Herrera 1997), and other indigenous tribes). This gesture initially strove for inclusion of indigeneity into a mestizo identity after centuries of its exclusion and, as in Mexico, looked primarily to the past glory of precortesian Aztec civilization. Key to this counternationalist politics and poetics is the image of Aztlán, the presumed homeland of the Aztecs, an area comprising much of the four-corners states. What the image of Aztlán affords is a claim to territorial priority and a reversal of the logic of American national identity: it is not the Chicano who is a stranger on this land but the Anglo-American. The Chicano can now claim an ancestral heritage in the Southwest dating back over a thousand years (Klor de Alva 1989).

      Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzáles’s epic poem “I am Joaquín” (1967) was a landmark in the development of Chicano identity. This celebration of mestizaje is key to Joaquín’s understanding of self (see Hartley 2011). For example, at one point he states, “I am Cuauhtémoc, / proud and noble,” but then goes on to complicate this by identifying with “the gachupín Cortés, / who also is the blood, / the image of myself.” He then reiterates this sense of being both conqueror and conquered when he claims “I am the sword and flame of Cortés / the despot / And / I am the eagle and serpent of / the Aztec civilization.” But the key to his success as a survivor, his endurance, comes strictly from his indigenous roots: “The Indian has endured and still / emerged the winner, / the Mestizo must yet overcome, / And the gachupín will just ignore.” Poet Raul Salinas, on the other hand, tends to focus primarily on his Amerindian roots and his American Indian brotherhood, associating himself with historical events such as the occupations of Wounded Knee and Alcatraz (see especially Salinas 2006).

      The novels of Rudolfo Anaya signal a shift in Chicano consciousness in terms of the emphasis on indigenous roots as we move from Bless Me, Ultima(1972) toHeart of Aztlán (1976). The coming-of-age plot of Bless Me, Ultima involves Antonio Márez’s growing awareness, through the influence of the curandera (folk healer) Ultima, of the importance of indigenous beliefs and practices in dealing with life’s challenges and spiritual questions. Indigenous practices are sought not so much as a primary path to identification but as a syncretic complex, a fusion of native and European beliefs and practices (a fusion characteristic of curanderismo itself, as we shall see). In Heart of Aztlán, on the other hand, native ancestry becomes primary for the growing sense of pride and spiritual power (through the magic of a blue guitar and visions of Aztlán) among the oppressed railroad workers of Albuquerque’s Barelas barrio.

      The poet Alurista, who also engaged in the shift from “brown” to “red” identity, played a key role in constructing a national allegory to compete with that of the “Gringo.” In “El Plan Espiritual de Aztlán” (Alurista 1989) the founding manifesto of the Chicano Movement, Alurista writes, “Brotherhood unites us, and love for our brothers makes us a people whose time has come and who struggles against the foreigner ‘gabacho’ who exploits our riches and destroys our culture. With our heart in our hands and our hands in the soil, we declare the independence of our mestizo nation.” “The Plan,” written in 1969, made explicit the connection between national and cultural politics: “CULTURAL values of our people strengthen our identity and the moral background of the movement. … Our cultural values of life, family, and home will serve as a powerful weapon to defeat the gringo dollar value system and encourage the process of love and brotherhood.” Chicano poets and artists must help in the construction of a united and revolutionary Chicano identity in opposition to the capitalist values of the “foreigner gabachos,” the Anglo-Americans who, with the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo of 1848, took possession of almost half of Mexico’s territory, the present-day American Southwest (Menchaca 2001).

      The elements characteristic of Alurista’s Chicano nationalism are displayed in the poem “A Child to Be Born”: “a child to be born / pregnant is the continente / el barro y la raza / to bear Aztlán on our forehead.” Key to the poem’s indigenization is Alurista’s repetition of forms of his compound term “madretierraroja” (or redmotherearth) (see Arteaga (1997: 99) on this hybridizing poetics). Aztlán is “el continentetierraroja” (redearthcontinent – a hemispheric identification gesturing towards a pan-indigenous politics and community) and is thus the seed planted by “nuestro padre Quetzalcoatl” – our father, the feathered-serpent god of the Aztecs (who reappears in the poem in his Mayan incarnation as Aztlán’s “padrecarnalismo [fatherbrotherhood] Kukulcán” as he guides this amerindian nationchild). The counter-hegemonic process which Alurista sets in motion involves an amer-indian syncretism that counters the impact of Spanish colonialism by translating Christian figures back into Aztec, Toltec, and Mayan ones – as when the goddess Tonantzín appears in the poem as “redmotherearth.”

      In The Last Generation (1993), Cherríe Moraga provides a crucial version of the indigenous argument, writing that the majority of Chicanos/as have been denied:


      
        direct information regarding our tribal affiliations. Since our origins are usually in the southwest and México, Chicanos’ Indian roots encompass a range of nations including Apache, Yaqui, Papago, Navajo, and Tarahumara from the border regions, as well as dozens of Native tribes throughout México. Regardless of verifiable genealogy, many Chicanos have recently begun to experience a kind of collective longing to return to our culture’s traditional Indigenous beliefs and ways of constructing community in order to find concrete solutions for the myriad problems confronting us, from the toxic dump sites in our neighborhoods to rape.

        (Moraga 1993: 166)

      

      
Arguing in a similar vein in Borderlands/La Frontera Gloria Anzaldúa writes, “My Chicana identity is grounded in the Indian woman’s history of resistance” (Anzaldúa 1987: 43). She highlights this indigenous connection as she frequently uses expressions such as “the Indian woman in me” (1987: 44), “our Indian ancestry” (1987: 49), my “dark Indian self” (1987: 65), and “my people, the Indians” (1987: 83). Chicana writer Ana Castillo shares this project of indigenous self-definition while explicitly defining this project as a challenge to Anglo and Spanish Conquest, writing in Massacre of the Dreamers that the “very act of self-definition is a rejection of colonization” (Castillo 1994b: 12).

      A crucial move within Chicana feminism is the reclamation of the cultural embodiments of indigenous womanhood that have been demonized by Christianity and western rationalism. A prominent example in Borderlands is Anzaldúa’s reconstruction of Coatlicue, the monstrous earth mother deity of the Aztecs (Aigner-Varoz 2000, 56–7; Alarcón 1989; Lara 2008). Whereas, in the masculinist cosmology of the Aztecs, Coatlicue (Earth) and her daughter Coyolxauhqui (Moon) are eclipsed and dismembered by Coatlicue’s son Huitzilopochtli (Sun/War), in Anzaldúa’s reconstructed cosmology – which involves returning to the matriarchal roots of Amerindian symbolism – the female principle embodied by Coatlicue and Coyolxauhqui is repositioned as the center of social consciousness. Monstrosity and dismemberment here pave the way for insight into the nature of the soul and the healing of the social wound – la herida abierta.

      The Chicana reappropriation of figures such as the Virgin of Guadalupe (the hispanicized version of the goddess Coatlalopeuh) also involves a spiritual dimension to Chicano/a decolonization. “Through the agency and subjectivity of our women elders,” writes Yolanda Broyles-González, “indigenous Mexican American communities have forged and transmitted the tools and strategies of a faithful resistance to a systemic and widespread colonial and ‘post’-colonial dehumanization” that has marginalized women’s spiritual practices to the realms of the unscientific and untheoretical (2002: 118). The presumably Catholic folk saints are in fact masked indigenous spiritualists forced underground through the genocidal practices of the state and the Church. The “widespread veneration of Guadalupe set the cornerstone for the Indianization of Roman Catholicism after 1531” (2002: 123) through such subterranean camouflage, leading ultimately to the “symbolic and (to some extent) real marginalization of Spanish domination” (2002: 124). Broyles-González argues that many critics of borderland culture “lose themselves in abstract concepts of ‘mestizaje,’ ‘hybridity,’ or ‘syncretism’ because they see only the publicly visible ‘hybridity’ without regard for the covert, unseen, and unspoken cycles of colonialism that propel appropriation of selected colonial features” (2002: 122).

      A more recent move in Chicano/a literature involves what AnaLouise Keating (following Anzaldúa) has called spiritual activism. Among the many projects growing out of this active spiritual emphasis, Lara Medina has stressed that, through shared ceremonial practices, coalition building between Chicanos/as and other North American Native groups could result from this politically spiritualized turn to indigenismo, writing that as “[p]articipating in ceremonies not only shares healing knowledge but builds political alliances between Chicanas and northern indígena peoples” (1998: 198). This healing, Medina claims, results from the decolonization of the spirit through a reclaimed ritual community (1998: 191; see also Anzaldúa 1996; Keating 2006; 2008a; 2008b; Lara 2005; 2008; Pérez 1998; Ramírez 2002)

      Also important is the refiguration of indigenous spirituality in “folk” practices and beliefs such as curanderismo (Hartley 2010). Curanderismo is a healing practice with origins in Arab (via Spain), African (via diasporic slaves), Greek, Spanish, and Amerindian cultures (Avila 1999). Despite being superficially transformed by the monotheistic traditions of Islam and Christianity, the practices and belief systems of curanderismo stem primarily from polytheistic tribal-indigenous sources. Curanderas often use Christianized elements, but these elements themselves are primarily pre-Christian, given a Christian veneer through various syncretistic influences. These elements are in substance no different from those of Aztec or Maya healing practices. A frequent scenario in Chicano/a literature involving curanderismo is the transmission of sacred knowledge (of earth, plants, animals, spirits, and the human interaction with all of these). Such is the case in Anzaldúa’s children’s book Prietita and the Ghost Woman/Prietita y la llorona (1995). This is also the case in Ana Castillo’s novel So Far From God (1994c). The elder curandera doña Felicia passes on her knowledge, especially in the form of rituals and remedios, to Caridad.

      As with the Caribbean writers examined above, however, Chicano/a writers have also been attacked at times for their emphasis on their indigenous character. One figure who has received a good deal of criticism for her indigenous claims and symbology is Anzaldúa. Most common is the charge of romantic appropriation leveled against her by Chicano/a scholars (Sáenz 1997; Saldaña-Portillo 2001; Contreras 2008). She was quite conscious of the resistances such an indigenous identification might cause and attempted to contextualize such gestures. In an email interview with Inés Hernández-Avila and Domino Pérez she discussed the ways in which both Chicanas and Native women challenged this move. Hating the Indian in themselves, some Raza display the mechanisms of internalized colonialism as they treat “las indias” as other: “Nosotras gets divided into nos/otras, into an us/them division. The us/them dichotomy locks us into a who-is-more-oppressed dynamic. Internalized racism and internalized shame get played out” (Anzaldúa et al 2004: 10). She also points to the tendency among some native women to see Chicanas as appropriationists who continue “the abuse of native spirituality and the Internet appropriation of Indian symbols, rituals, vision quests, and spiritual healing practices like shamanism. Some natives put Chicanas/os on the side of the dominators and claim our fantasies are similar to those of ‘whites.’” This rift becomes further complicated as different groups are pitted against one another for resources in academic institutions, aggravating the “wounds of genocidal colonization and marginalization that have never formed scabs because they’ve continued to bleed for centuries” (2004: 10).

      Interestingly, one of the first people to have identified Aztlán as the Chicano homeland was scholar Jack Forbes in 1962, who himself is not Chicano but Powhatan-Renápe/Delaware-Lenápe (Forbes 1962). Even so, this territorial claim appears to some critics as an erasure and dispossession of native peoples living in the region before and since the “return” of the Aztecas del Norte, as Forbes refers to Chicanos (Forbes 1973). Mexicans, after all, are descendants of the Conquistadors, so such territorial claims in places such as what is now New Mexico are especially troubling to, for example, the Pueblo peoples. Add to this the racist penchant of some “Hispanos” or “New Mexicans” to claim pure Spanish blood (as opposed to the mestizaje of Mexicans) as well as to continue to celebrate the “cultural legacy” of Conquistadors such as Juan de Oñate, and it can be easy to see why the emphasis on Chicano/a indigeneity upsets some American Indian critics and their allies.

      Esselen scholar Deborah Miranda, in a complex but relatively sympathetic take on the “heresy” of recognizing Chicano/a indigeneity, explains another source of the tension behind the question of such recognition: the fear among some American Indians of losing their own federally recognized status as American Indians by granting legitimacy to the claims to indigeneity of a people defined (by the Mexican state) as mestizo. “Thus, as I see our situation now,” Miranda explains, “US Indians can accept the indigenous lineage and hearts of Chicanas, but still resist embracing our own mestiza identity until we are more assured that our indigenous survival is provided for. When we omit Chicanas from the ‘Indian Rolls,’ then, what we are also doing is resisting our own coming out as Mestizas” (Miranda 2002: 206).

      Not all American Indians, of course, take such a cautious stand towards Chicano/a indigenism. Nimipu-Chicana scholar Inés Hernández-Ávila, for example, has written:


      
        My own vision … is inclusive of mestizas/mestizos, Chicanas/Chicanos in definitions of “Indianness,” which in itself disrupts the definition of “Indian” that is commonly associated with the study of Native American literature, as well as with most Native American Studies programs in general. This particular position is apparently as unpalatable to many Indian scholars as it is to many Chicana and Chicano scholars, due to the internalized racism and historically regulated animosities that have obstructed the si(gh)ting of both communities with respect to each other.

        (Hernández-Ávila 1995: 493)

      

      
According to Chicana critic María Josefina Saldaña-Portillo, Gloria Anzaldúa’s indigenism “reproduces liberal models of choice that privilege her position as a US Chicana: she goes through her backpack and decides what to keep and what to throw out, and she chooses to keep signs of indigenous identity as ornamentation and spiritual revival” (Saldaña-Portillo 2001: 420). Implicit in such a gesture, Saldaña-Portillo contends, is the erasure of “the living Indian who refuses mestizaje as an avenue to political and literary representation” and demands instead “new representational models that include her among the living.” Saldaña-Portillo positions this passage as perhaps the greatest sign of Anzaldúa’s apparent complicity in the Mexican nationalist uses of mestizaje as well as her complicity in the developmentalist construction of the revolutionary subject. In response to this characterization, Rafael Pérez-Torres writes: “It is important to cast a critical eye on the recasting of Chicano subjectivity as indigenous. … Recognizing these critical points [that must be addressed], I think it equally important to draw a distinction between mestizaje in the context of Mexican and Chicano identity formations” (2006: 14). Pérez-Torres’s point is that whereas mestizaje served to support a Mexican state indigenismo and a mestizo dominant class while ultimately erasing indigenous peoples from view, in the case of Chicanismo the indigenous turn sought to undo this erasure from the point of view of a dominated group.

    

    
      
        Conclusion
      

      In concluding I will not rehearse the particular themes I have examined in this essay but rather speak once more to what I see as one of the most debilitating charges against nearly all turns to indigenous identification, namely the charge of being romantic, primitivistic, and nostalgic – a phenomenon hardly unique to the Latino/a literary world. I see this critique (if not outright attack, as it often is) as primarily colonizing in itself to the extent that it takes modernity as the standard (even if negatively, as in the unhappy reality we must all face and accommodate ourselves to) and any reference to some kind of indigenous resistance to modernity as fatefully lost in the past, either hopelessly utopian or, worse, politically reactionary and retrogressive. It is colonizing to the extent that it takes an aspect of recent western history – modernity – and universalizes it to the extent that any attempt to challenge it is immediately written off as nostalgic, etc. Moreover, such charges rarely involve an elaboration that might somehow justify the use of the term “romantic” or exactly how such a romanticism might actually be in play. These charges instead often have the effect of ending the conversation and of silencing alternative discourses regarding indigenous knowledges and practices. I am not at all arguing that there are no such examples of noble savagism and oversimplification; I am arguing that the whole dynamic needs to be rethought outside of the lens of euro-modern ideology and institutionalization and the resulting accommodationist alignments with modernity.

    

    
      Suggested further reading

      Alarcón, F. (1992) Snake Poems: An Aztec Invocation, San Francisco: Chronicle Books.

      Alarcón, N. (1999) “Chicana Feminism: In the Tracks of ‘The’ Native Woman,” in Caren Kaplan, Norma Alarcón, and Minoo Moallem (eds) Between Woman and Nation: Nationalisms, Transnational Feminisms, and the State, Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 63–71.

      Anzaldúa, G. (1987, 2nd edn 1999) Borderlands/La frontera: The New Mestiza, San Francisco: Aunt Lute Books.

      Barreiro, J. (1993) The Indian Chronicles, Houston, TX: Arte Público Press.

      Berman Santana, D. (2005) “Indigenous Identity and the Struggle for Independence in Puerto Rico,” in Joanne Barker (ed.) Sovereignty Matters: Locations of Contestation and Possibility in Indigenous Struggles for Self-Determination, Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press.

      Bonfil Batalla, G. (1996) México Profundo: Reclaiming a Civilization, trans. Philip A. Dennis, Austin: University of Texas Press.

      Castanha, T. (2010) The Myth of Indigenous Caribbean Extinction: Continuity and Reclamation in Borikén, New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

      Fernández Valledor, R. (1993) Identidad nacional y sociedad an la ensayistica cubana y puertorriqueña (1920–1940) (Mañach, Marinello, Pedreira y Blanco), Centro de Estudios Avanzados de Puerto Rico y el Caribe.

      Forbes, J. (1973) Aztecas del Norte, Greenwich CT: Fawcett.

      Gonzáles, R. (2001 [1967) “I Am Joaquín/Yo soy Joaquín,” in Message to Aztlán: Selected Writings of Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzáles, Houston, TX: Arte Público Press.

      Haslip-Viera, G. (2001) Taíno Revival: Critical Perspectives on Puerto Rican Identity and Cultural Politics, New York: Centro de Estudios Puertorriqueños, Hunter College, City University of New York.

      Hernández Cruz, V. (1997) Panoramas, Minneapolis: Coffee House Press.

      Keating, A. (2008) “Shifting Perspectives: Spiritual Activism, Social Transformation, and the Politics of Spirit,” in A. Keating (ed.) EntreMundos/AmongWorlds: New Perspectives on Gloria Anzaldúa, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 241–54.

      Menchaca, M. (2001) Recovering History, Constructing Race: The Indian, Black, and White Roots of Mexican Americans, Austin: University of Texas Press.

      Moraga, C. (1993) The Last Generation: Prose and Poetry, Boston: South End Press.

      Pérez, L.E. (1998) “Spirit Glyphs: Reimagining Art and Artist in the Work of Chicana Tlamatinime,” Modern Fiction Studies, 44(1): 36–76.

      Sacoto, A. (1981) El indio en el ensayo de la América española, Cuenca, Ecuador: Casa de la Cultura Ecuatoriana, Núcleo del Azuay.

    

  
    19
ENVIRONMENTALISM

    
      Grisel Y. Acosta
    

    
      Ecocriticism and the Latino/a landscape: Background

      My memories of growing up in Chicago’s Logan Square include seeing several family friends lose appendages in work-related incidents and reading countless pamphlets about asbestos and lead paint. The Latino/a population in the US continues to be disproportionately exposed to environmental hazards in both urban and rural settings, hazards that include higher odds of occupational injury in industrial, farming, and construction jobs (National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health 2004). But my memories also include staring at pine trees in my yard and dancing in snow. There is variety. One would think ecocritical analyses of Latino/a literature – rich with accounts of the Amazon or the agricultural Midwest or farmworkers’ unions or trips between the urban Northwest and the Caribbean – would be easy to find, but articles originate in different departments under different scholarly headings. Environmentalism in literature, which can fall under ecocriticism or nature writing or environmental justice studies (to further the confusion, the term environmental justice also points to environmental social justice issues outside of literary studies), was acknowledged as an area of study in the early 1990s, mainly with explorations of texts that described the rural US through the eyes of non-Latino/a white authors. Nature was viewed as a benign and peaceful place to visit for renewal, a place to be preserved but also a place in danger because of human pollution. Ecocritics came from English, anthropology, modern language, and education departments, among others. Despite the many departments open to this field of study, ecocritics have quickly admitted that the origins of ecocriticism had a narrow view.

      Cheryll Glotfelty is widely cited as the first ecocritic to acknowledge that ecocriticism began as “a white movement” and that its future would lie in “interdisciplinary, multicultural and international” connections (Glotfelty and Fromm 1996: xxv). However, Joni Adamson and Scott Slovic, in their introduction to “The Shoulders We Stand On: An Introduction to Ethnicity and Ecocriticism,” argue that scholars like “Gloria Anzaldúa had already laid the groundwork for expanding what could be defined as ‘environmental texts,’” (2009: 8). Scholars of color had already been writing explorations of environmental issues found within literature by people of color, and their view included urban environments and the effects of environment on various peoples. Adamson and Slovic cite T.V. Reed’s “Environmental Justice Ecocriticism: A Memo-Festo” (1997) – which Adamson published, in a different version, in her anthology, Environmental Justice Reader: Politics, Poetics and Pedagogy (Adamson et al 2002: 145–62) – as a “[blueprint] for justice-oriented, multi-ethnic environmental literature scholarship” (Adamson and Slovic 2009: 7). Adamson and Slovic also reference “The Principles of Environmental Justice” (1991), penned by the Delegates to the First National People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit, as a guideline for leaders/scholars who might serve as advocates for people of color (Adamson and Slovic 2009: 6).

      However, Andrea Campbell, in “Reading Beyond a Universal Nature: My Hopes for the Future of Ecocriticism,” argues that despite the positive changes that have occurred between the largely pastoral view of nature held within the articles of the first wave of ecocriticism and the multidisciplinary, multicultural and multi-spatial view of environment in ecofeminist, eco-queer, and environmental justice articles of the second wave of ecocriticism, the field needs to do more. Note that even though ecocriticism moved away from a pastoral view of nature, the multicultural texts explored in the second wave did not necessarily move away from that view. Nonetheless, Campbell argues against the idea that the first wave of ecocriticism is the purest form of the literary study, as she points out some have argued (2010: 16–17). Her hope is that, “ecocriticism can go beyond connecting readers with nature and analyze what constitutes those connections and how they vary as well as what severs those connections or keeps them from forming in the first place” (2010: 19). What we find within this argument, and what Campbell is arguing against, is the placement of issues of color in a marginal ghetto within ecocriticism.

      Environmental justice has become the term often used for environmentalism for people of color, but that is a limited view of the concept, which I think Campbell would agree with. It is equally important to see how the environment of the suburbs has been damaging to populations of white middle class or working class Americans within texts such as Esmeralda Santiago’s America’s Dream or even Ira Levin’s The Stepford Wives, as it is important to see how children suffer from environmental pollution in Piri Thomas’s Down These Mean Streets. John Steinbeck and Junot Díaz both have works where non-Latino/a and Latino/a characters face hazards in rural environments. Furthermore, the original goals of ecocriticism need not be associated with a white or Western aesthetic. Latino/a demographics do not confine the population to urban settings; massive numbers of Latinos/as live in suburban and rural settings, too. Latinos/as have strong relationships with natural settings, through family ranches, Caribbean beaches, the mountainous regions of South America or the varied parks, gardens, and green spaces throughout the US. Many Latinos/as will, naturally, want to read literature to feel closer to nature and Latino/a authors have myriad references to natural settings in their texts, allowing such study.

      I list some of the authors who have already done substantial work within the field of environmentalism in Latino/a literature, but I must admit that the field is changing every day. When I began my doctoral work on race and place in US Caribbean Latino/a works, in 2006, I could not find many scholars who explored Latino/a literature with an ecocritical lens. A search now, however, yields many more results that are both current and more than ten years old. Articles that were harder to find just a few years ago are readily available today. Some of the more recent studies follow.

      In 1999, Krista Comer published Landscapes of the New West: Gender and Geography in Contemporary Women’s Writing, which includes thorough explorations of the landscapes in Sandra Cisneros’s current works at that time. Perhaps the most exciting aspect of Comer’s analysis of Cisneros’s work is when she suggests that Cisneros’s characters “[articulate] something of a new ‘wild space’ upon the South Texas regional imaginary” (1999: 195) when they reject the need for authenticity through indigenous heritage but claim a different kind of authenticity through an attachment to Mexican telenovelas. Such an analysis implies that the commoditization of the noble native of the Southwest is comparable to the commoditization of Mexican culture through corporate-sponsored television programs, and for the literary subject in Cisneros’s work, the latter is more authentic than the former. Comer’s analysis expands the concept of landscape to include the urban and the domestic in order to challenge stereotypes about Mexican American cultural heritage and the spaces that represent that cultural heritage. She deems the domestic space “wild” because while none of the characters in Cisneros’s work could be called feminist, it is also true that none of the women are “permanently partnered at the text’s close” (1999: 195), establishing an independent, feminist landscape of the West. However, the analysis of Cisneros’s work deserves more time. Comer acknowledges that Anzaldúa’s border theory set the stage for writers like Cisneros, but in terms of race and place and ecocritical studies, the connections between the two have barely been tapped. The importance of bodies of water as borders and as gendered spaces of nourishment, fear, and healing, for example, in Woman Hollering Creek, is one possibility that comes to mind. Indoor and outdoor environments – where girls play outside and women wait in windows – and their link to health, life, and bravery in The House on Mango Street, also come to mind, for example. While my suggestions may nod to more conventional definitions of landscape, I believe Comer has broadened the definition of “landscape” and I strongly encourage new ones to be imagined.

      Kamala Platt has many articles and texts that contribute to Latino/a ecocriticism, including her dissertation, “Women Write Environmental Justice: The Literary Tradition in India and Greater Mexico,” which examines environmental racism as depicted in various works by Ana Castillo, among other writers (Platt 1997b). For example, Platt outlines the story of Fe, in Castillo’s So Far from God, that depicts the young woman getting married, starting a job at a weapons plant in New Mexico and subsequently dying from the chemicals she is using to clean the weapons. The story is then connected to news articles that reveal the number of hazardous chemicals in New Mexico in areas where weapons have been tested and developed for more than 50 years. Platt’s dissertation is an excellent model for future analyses of Latino/a texts. She continued her research with “Chicana Strategies for Success and Survival: Cultural Poetics of Environmental Justice from the Mothers of East Los Angeles,” which notes the work of several Latina authors but is primarily a cultural analysis of Los Angeles Chicana mothers who are fighting for environmental rights (Platt 1997a). Then, she followed up her work with “Proposal for a Graduate Seminar: The Poetics of Environmental Justice,” which offers a thorough bibliography of articles, literature, and videos that can be used in such a course (Platt 2001). The only concern I have with the proposal is that, while it does have an array of diverse authors in its bibliography – pulling insight from the likes of Vandana Shiva and other prominent world environmentalists – the primary focus seems to be Chicano/a and Indian texts, when it is implied that the outline will have a more global focus. Such a proposal could be expanded to include, at least, Latino/a texts that represent Latinos/as of Caribbean or South American descent. If the work is to be truly global, however, it needs more representation from Asia, Africa, and Europe, as well. Nonetheless, the bibliography connects the reader to more of Platt’s articles and exemplary ecocriticism, in general.

      In 2003, Thomas Lynch published an excellent article that demonstrates how Jimmy Santiago Baca’s writing provides cultural and environmental details about life in the southernmost end of the Upper Rio Grande Valley. Lynch, in “Toward a Symbiosis of Ecology and Justice: Water and Land Conflicts in Frank Waters, Johns Nichols, and Jimmy Santiago Baca,” highlights Baca’s poem “Spring,” which informs the reader how the irrigation practices connected to the river signified the beginning of the season and how the water nourished plants, insects, fish, and a host of other living creatures in the region (Lynch 2003: 422). The poem “Custom” teaches readers that neighbors would regularly gather along the irrigation ditches in order to catch up on their daily lives (2003: 423). Along with analyses of Nichols’s The Milagro Beanfield War, Waters’s People of the Valley, and a thorough background on the conflicts between the working class folks of the region with government officials pushing for privatization, the article provides a useful history that clearly defends the indigenous Hispanos and other native populations, including the Pueblo Indians. Lynch points out that one of the conflicts between the people living in the region and those new to the region was “the transfer of the land grant commons, often through nefarious means, to private Anglo ownership or to the US Forest Service” (2003: 407). It would be interesting to see how this conflict has fared since the US Forest Service was asked to expand Latino/a representation (in 2001, one of my fellowships – the Hispanic Leaders in Agriculture and the Environment – was created to increase Latino/a environmental scholarship and/or representation in the US Forest Service and in all environmental sectors).

      Priscilla Solís Ybarra has written some of the best Latino/a ecocritical work recently published. Titles include: “‘Lo que quiero es tierra’: Longing and Belonging in Cherríe Moraga’s Ecological Vision” (Ybarra 2004), “Inhabiting and Unearthing: Chicana/o and Mexican Environmental Writing” (Marcone and Ybarra 2008), “Borderlands as Bioregion: Jovita González, Gloria Anzaldúa, and the Twentieth-Century Ecological Revolution in the Rio Grande Valley” (Ybarra 2009), and “Erasure by US Legislation: Ruiz de Burton’s Nineteenth-Century Novels and the Lost Archive of Mexican American Environmental Knowledge” (Ybarra 2011). She points out a new kind of environmental writing when she states that “[Jovita González’s] stories each contain an explanation of a plant or animal trait, such as the dove’s coo, the Texas sage’s ashy color … the guadalupana vine’s medicinal value. … They represent a hitherto-unrecognized source of environmental writing” (2009: 177). If we recall the tension between the original goals of ecocriticism and the second wave’s addition of environmental justice, ecofeminism, and eco-queer perspectives, we can note that Ybarra is writing criticism that combines aspects of both waves of ecocriticism. Her explanation of how González’s work focuses on environmental knowledge will undoubtedly allow the reader to appreciate nature and to feel closer to nature, but at the same time, Latino/a cultural and environmental knowledge is uncovered and reaffirmed – an environmental justice goal, indeed. That is, in an era when the very herbs that our abuelas may have had in their yards are being sold to us in overpriced health food stores, to have a critic that points out the value of a writer who shares such botanical knowledge through storytelling is culturally and economically valuable to readers.

      Currently, literary ecocriticism that focuses on Latino/a works is mainly done by non-Latino/a authors, but Ybarra points out the value of a Latino/a perspective in ecocritical study. Many of the works that are explored are by Mexican-Americans/ Chicanos because they have a deep-rooted history in the natural settings of the Southwest US, before it even became the US, and they have a long history with environmental justice, before it was ever termed as such, most prominently with leaders such as César Chávez and Dolores Huerta. Ecocritics are only beginning to look at urban landscapes, places where other Latino/a groups are rooted. I predict that such explorations will greatly increase, especially with the prominence of US writers such as Junot Díaz and Latino/a writers of Caribbean and Central and South American descent.

    

    
      Latino/a literature to consider in ecocritical studies

      There are many untapped texts that have material that lends itself to ecocritical study and I will highlight some of them here. My specialty is in US Caribbean Latino/a literature, but I also propose titles by US authors who have North American, Central American and South American heritage. My bias can be seen in the number of suggestions under each category, but I also base my list on the need for representation of US Caribbean Latino/a texts in ecocriticism. My specific focus has been on how race can affect how one must negotiate environmental issues. In Piri Thomas’s Down These Mean Streets (1967), cold water flats, polluted water and air, and garbage-riddled Spanish Harlem streets sit in direct contrast with green fields, cool lluvia and the hum of the coquis in rural Puerto Rico. The seminal Latino/a text is one of the first to directly examine the varied environments of Latinos/as in the United States. In the Afterword of the 30th anniversary edition of the text, he states that the environmental hazards Latinos/as face have not changed and that we should “[l]ook at the huge amounts of deadly toxic waste buried where children live and animals graze. Look at the poisons dumped in our waters” (Thomas 1997: 337). In the text, it is abundantly clear that as a black Latino, Thomas is subjected to hazards in environments his lighter-skinned siblings can ignore. For example, when his father moves the family to the greener space of Long Island, Thomas cannot live in the healthier environment because of the stress-causing racism he experiences while his siblings with straighter hair and light eyes have no problem enjoying the greener, cleaner space. Similarly, Evelio Grillo explores race and place in Black Cuban, Black American (2000) and recounts his life in Ybor City, Florida, where families like his relied on meager wages paid out to tobacco workers. The environmental conditions of the homes – flimsy shacks that had to regularly be disinfected for bed bugs and other vermin – resulted in regular tuberculosis infections. Later, after becoming educated and joining the military, Grillo and the men in his regiment are forced to live in mud with rodents in India, and bathe in harsh salt water instead of skin-saving fresh water while at sea, simply because he and his fellow men are black.

      The landscape that US Caribbean Latino/a authors describe, in general, includes a back and forth between the US and the country of origin, or a back and forth between urban and rural spaces or even a back and forth between working class and elite spaces. In the poetry of Sandra María Esteves, specifically Bluestown Mockingbird Mambo (1990), subjects find themselves on Caribbean islands, in various enclaves of New York City, and in the smaller towns outside the metropolis. Her poem “Springfield” describes a young girl who will never have the older generation’s ability to pick tea out of the garden because she was not taught how to do so (this fact reminds me of the lessons in Jovita González’s work). The result of her ignorance is nearly poisoning the woman her aunt works for, a woman who lives in the predominantly white town of Springfield, where the young girl is made to feel unwelcome for being racially mixed, as many Caribbean descendants are. Not only has the girl’s cultural knowledge about plant life been lost because of how colonialism has displaced her from the Caribbean to the United States, but she is also made to feel unwelcome, like Thomas, when she attempts to visit more natural environments in the US. Other poems in the collection refer to recycling unused bomb silos into shelter for the homeless. That is, Esteves directly attacks governments that allow children to grow up in hazardous city environments without shelter, while they both create useless products that destroy environments and refuse to envision useful possibilities for the surplus of materials they might have.

      The concepts of home, place, environment, race, and the intersections between all of the concepts are thoroughly explored in the work of Tato Laviera. La Carreta Made a U-Turn (1979) is the collection that lends itself best to ecocritical study. Poems such as “a tight touch” and “orchard beach y la virgin del carmen” both have excellent descriptions of the landscape of New York City and how Latino/a people fit within that landscape. Laviera creates a space where the subjects transcend their polluted spaces by connecting to their culture and imagination; some scholars call this ability “place-making” (Brannstrom and Neuman 2009: 123). Pedro Pietri often has a darker view of the hazardous environments of New York, but the poem “The Old Buildings” in his most widely read text, Puerto Rican Obituary (1973), touches on the ability to, arguably, transcend hazardous environments. The poem explains that the Latinos/as who live in an old tenement find ways of making it their home, through the smells of food cooking, to the sounds of kids playing in the hallways or adults chatting outside, the worn-down building becomes new with life. Most importantly, the community is together. The unity is destroyed when the buildings are condemned and the neighbors scatter because they cannot afford the rent in the new structure that takes the place of the old building. Similar themes can also be found in the volume’s title piece, “Puerto Rican Obituary,” where Pietri describes rats living like kings because they have more to eat than people do in New York, presumably.

      Junot Díaz has echoes of such humor in his descriptions of the landscape in his 1996 collection of short stories, Drown, and his 2007 Pulitzer Prize-winning novel, The Brief and Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao. There are references to garbage growing like afros, phrasing which connects the environment to Afro-latinidad, and some of the most important – and dangerous – moments in Oscar Wao take place in a sugar cane field. An ecocritical study of sugar cane in the Caribbean Latino/a landscape merits considerable time and focus and Díaz provides a good starting point. Julia Alvarez provides a contrast in environments between middle or upper class Latinos/as and poor Latinos. In the novel ¡Yo! (1997), the character Sarita describes a stark change in her environment when she is brought to the US by her mother, who works for Yolanda’s family. In the Dominican Republic, Sarita is poor and lives in not much more than a shack, but her opportunities change when she reunites with her mother, who came to the US without her in order to work as a maid. Sarita, who is a black Latina, benefits from her mother working for a white Latino family; she becomes a doctor and escapes from the hazards of rural Dominican Republic where the poverty was so great, missing teeth and having other ailments were common. Yolanda and her family members take their privileged environments for granted, but later find they are more connected to and responsible for Sarita’s life and living spaces than they might care to admit. Similarly, Loida Martiza Pérez, in Geographies of Home (1999), contrasts several withering, hostile home environments, some complete with an abundance of chickens and allergens, with the desolate academic environment that the main character, Iliana, escapes to. Unfortunately, Iliana finds that her escape provides its own dangers in the shape of racial epithets scrawled on her dorm room door. Again, we find parallels here with Thomas’s experience upon moving to Long Island.

      Luis J. Rodríguez also faces racism when he changes schools in his 1994 memoir, Always Running: Mi Vida Loca, Gang Days in LA. This memoir is an interesting choice for ecocritical study because many of the Chicano/a texts that have been looked at with an ecocritical eye have rural landscapes, but Rodríguez’s account is urban. Garbage isn’t referenced as much as in the novels that are set in the East, but we find our main character living in a garage, for example. Such makeshift home environments reveal much about Latinidad, especially in terms of our relationship to making use of what is in our environment, which often results in camp collections of materials, or rasquache. Other Mexican-American/Chicano/a authors that deserve more literary study, especially ecocritical study, include Norma Cantú, who sets her stories in the historic Río Valley of South Texas; Carmen Tafolla, who has excellent descriptions of farmers’ markets with all manner of produce, the relationship Chicanos/as have with their food, and environmentalist history, such as in her children’s book on environmental activist Emma Tenayuca; and Américo Paredes, whose work falls in line with the first wave of ecocriticism in that it describes nature and pastoral environments in South Texas and Mexico.

      In contrast, Patricia Engel, the new Colombian-American writer of Vida (2010), takes her readers into suburban locales that hover around several urban centers. The main character, Sabina, moves from the East Coast to Colombia to Miami and provides descriptions of a suburban landscape that is home to her family, Colombians with middle class money. It would be interesting to see a comparison between the landscapes of privilege described in Julia Alvarez’s novels and those described in Vida. Francisco Goldman, Guatemalan author of Say Her Name (2011), a memoir that recalls his wife Aura who died in a surfing accident, provides a novel rich with references to both man-made and natural environments in Brooklyn, Mexico City, and Paris. What particularly stands out in the writing is the attention to nature within the confines of city spaces. Marcos McPeek Villatoro is a Salvadoran writer who describes many urban, rural, and suburban landscapes in Mexico, Los Angeles, Iowa, Nicaragua, and many more countries, states, and cities. His global landscape is truly of the new millennium and points toward the kind of eco-critical intersectionality that is most exciting about the current environmentalism in literature. In On Tuesday, When the Homeless Disappeared (2004), the title poem analyzes the central role cardboard signs and shopping carts have taken in our urban landscape. How many of us, who have grown up in US cities, cannot conjure clear images of the two and, more importantly, of the litter and poverty they represent in our landscapes? “The Deer,” another poem in the same collection, conjures a rural drive in 1985 Nicaragua, in a place “Where a man bathes in the river / Before leaving home” (McPeek Villatoro 2004b: 21) and where humans are carried out of war zones in cattle trucks (2004b: 24). It is an exciting volume of work that describes how natural and man-made environments are affected by neoliberal policies and it deserves to have scholarly attention.

    

    
      New ideas in environmentalism and Latino/a literature

      While it is clear that urban landscapes are going to be a significant space in Latino/a ecocritical study, I do not believe that our analysis of such landscapes always has to end in descriptions of environmental hazards or issues of environmental justice. I can remember the joy it gave me to rush to the top of the John Hancock Building in Chicago and see the stream of gold headlights swirl its way around the edge of Lake Michigan. I can also recall how wonderful it felt to emerge from the subway tunnels on the Blue Line train and see the long line of graffiti murals by the Damen stop on the El. The shock of the bright pink, purple, yellow, and blue paint brightened my evening commute. I hope that as more Latinos/as decide to write about our landscapes and analyze them through ecocritical study, the joy is also included in that analysis.

      I also believe that we must begin to look at how shaping our environment has been critical to our survival. In San Antonio, Texas, on the West Side of the city, the majority of the homes were built by and are owned by Latinos/as. In Chicago, the neighborhoods that have traditionally been Latino/a – Logan Square, Humboldt Park, Wicker Park, Bucktown – are the most in demand and at risk of gentrification (or have already been gentrified) because Latinos/as made the areas attractive to outsiders. Somehow, we renew spaces others have discarded, like the old buildings Pietri wrote about. We need to explore, in our literature, what it is that we invest in our landscapes and how it aids in our survival. After all, we are looking at our literature not only to get closer to nature and to understand our environments, but to also understand ourselves and our role in said environments, in order to change what needs changing and to celebrate our successes.
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      In her groundbreaking work, Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza, Gloria Anzaldúa locates herself in language, arguing, “Ethnic identity is twin skin to linguistic identity – I am my language” (1987: 81). But she also acknowledges the difficulties of asserting that identity: from the debates surrounding whether or not the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo preserved the rights of Mexican-Americans to speak and conduct business in Spanish, to the fight for Spanish-language education in Puerto Rico as well as the US, to the continuing pressures of the English-Only Movement, past and present Spanish speakers have been materially affected by the various legal, political, educational, and even familial subordinations of Spanish to English. The effects of those subordinations frequently surface in Latino/a literature, and as writers struggle to represent the various blends of languages that constitute their reality to a predominantly monolingual audience, communicating in English and/or Spanish simultaneously opens and closes doors to various popular and academic markets. These writers, their publishers, and their readers have negotiated language in a variety of ways, employing a number of strategies for representing the interrelationship of Spanish and English on the page. Each of these strategies, from including a glossary or other forms of direct translation, to code-switching, calquing, and borrowing, to insisting as Dominican-American writer Junot Díaz does that “Spanish is an American language” (quoted in Ch’ien 2004: 204) reflects a writer’s understanding of her audience, as well as how hard she expects readers to work: to translate, to comprehend, to identify.

      For Latino/a writers and critics alike, the question of whom to accommodate serves as a primary concern. But an examination of Spanish language use in Latino/a texts (while Latino/a writers certainly have other languages, such as Portuguese, or indigenous dialects at their disposal, Spanish is the most common and therefore the focus of this chapter) often reveals a contradiction between the level of accommodation authors aim to provide and the level of accommodation the published product actually affords. This chapter, therefore, is broken into three parts: the first outlines some of the key terms, techniques, and decisions involved in representing language in Latino/a texts. The second section explores how different writers approach their audiences: accommodating, frustrating, or even ignoring them. The third and final section begins to unpack the impact of publishers, editors, translators, and critics, showing how these various influences can act sometimes in concert with and other times at odds with the author. What results is a tug of war between multiple interested parties, all negotiating language on their own terms.

    

    
      Key terms, techniques, and decisions

      Latino/a writers utilize a variety of techniques when attempting to represent the linguistic realities of their characters. The degree to which languages mingle with English on the page can be very little: for instance, regarding her limited use of Spanish in her texts, Judith Ortiz Cofer has said, “My English is not a political choice; it’s a choice of expediency” (quoted in Torres 2007: 80). Furthermore, there are a number of Latino/a writers for whom communicating in English is not a “choice” at all: language loss is felt by contemporary Latino/a writers including Sandra Cisneros. Cisneros explains: “Sometimes I feel I can’t quite master my written and spoken Spanish, because I’m too much a student of English. I would need another lifetime to learn it. So I am not as fluent in my second language and I know I am losing something; I know I am losing a great deal” (quoted in Olivier-Rotger 2000). The linguistic diversity of Latino/a literature, like the diversity of Latino/a experience, includes those texts and writers for whom English is not only the preferred, but also the only mode of communication.

      The opposite extreme includes works which employ only Spanish, such as Tomás Rivera’s … y no se lo tragó la tierra (1971). But most often, and in varying degrees, the languages are combined: one of the most well-known terms for describing these mixtures of Spanish and English is “Spanglish.” While Ilan Stavans invokes the term in a celebratory manner, claiming Spanglish represents “an encounter between cultures that is also a record of abundant past transactions” (Stavans 2003: 22), other critics such as John Lipski believe the term has buckled under the weight of derogatory connotations: “As a term, Spanglish is as out of place in promoting Latino language and culture as are the words crazy, lunatic, crackpot, or nut case in mental health care, or bum, slob, misfit, and loser in social work” (Lipski 2008: 72). Finding the negative connotations impossible to overcome, Ricardo Otheguy has suggested “popular US Spanish” as an alternative term. In contrast, Ana Celia Zentella argues for preserving those negative connotations: she notes that the word carries with it a trace of the conflict and oppression experienced by Spanish speakers in the United States, a trace worth preserving rather than erasing. Zentella argues, “To get rid of Spanglish as a term, you’re going to have to get rid of Spanglish speakers” (Otheguy and Zentella 2009).

      This debate over how and whether to use the term suggests, as Anna Maria D’Amore acknowledges, that “Spanglish” has developed into an umbrella term “that covers several different kinds of English-Spanish language contact phenomena, from academic jargon to varieties such as border caló, Tex-Mex and Hispanicized English (HE) … to transitional or adaptive bilingualism among Latinos in the US, all of which are characterized by borrowing and code-switching” (D’Amore 2009: 80). Furthermore, it runs the risk of homogenizing the variety of relationships Latino/a writers have to Spanish. Lipski, for instance, emphasizes the importance of differentiating between the Spanish employed by a variety of Latinos/as; thus his work distinguishes between Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban, Dominican, Central American, Salvadoran, Nicaraguan, Guatemalan, and Ecuadorian Spanish. Likewise, Héctor Romero emphasizes the differences, for example, between the way members of three “major” representative Latino/a groups – Cuban, Mexican, and Puerto Rican – use Spanish. In particular, Romero argues that while Chicano and Puerto Rican American writers use Spanish oppositionally, representing “the political struggle of being minorities within a hegemonic culture” (Romero 2005: 7), in contrast, Cuban-American writers use Spanish not out of resistance but instead in response to exile. Likewise, Puerto Rican American and Nuyorican writers have a distinctly different relationship to Spanish, given the long battle to assert linguistic freedom in the face of not one but two colonial languages (Spanish and English). These differences, combined with considerations of the interrelations of gender and socioeconomic status, can certainly be connected to differences in Spanish usage in Latino/a literature.

      While diverse in their attitudes toward and experiences of Spanish, Latino/a writers employ some common strategies in their mixed-language texts, which include calques as well as borrowing and code-switching. Calquing, as Devin Jenkins explains, involves “[using] an existing word in a new semantic environment” (2003: 195). Jenkins uses the example of “correr para presidente,” where the verb correr, “to run,” takes on the English meaning related to “running” for office that does not exist in Spanish, but as Frances Aparicio notes, calques can also be phrases imported into English, such as “give light” (from the Spanish dar a luz). Aparicio argues that while calques like these appear to subordinate Spanish to English, they can also “introduce new images and metaphors to English, while at the level of linguistic structure they propose new ways of manipulating lexicon and of inscribing the syntax and rhythms of Spanish within English” (Aparicio 1994: 799). Borrowing, in contrast to calques, involves phonologically importing the English word into Spanish, as when Flavio, a character in Sandra Cisneros’s “Bien Pretty,” departs, saying to Lupe, “Ay te wacho, I guess” (1991: 157). The colloquialism imports a version of the English word “watch” to convey a sentiment somewhat akin to “see you later.”

      Finally, code-switching “is generally understood to take place when one speaker uses both English and Spanish in the same speech act, and often in the same sentence” (D’Amore 2009: 87). Code-switches can occur on the intersentential level, as in the gossip offered by Consuelo’s Tía Divina in Ortiz Cofer’s The Meaning of Consuelo: “Yes, Tío had been giving his best to the servant girl while courting the senorita. Así son los hombres” (Cofer 2003: 68), and/or the intrasentential level: “My aunt laughed as she spoke of el mal olor, so we knew she must have been either joking or concealing something” (2003: 68). While many Latino/a texts employ code-switching, each employs it to a different degree and for different effect:


      
        In a text that builds its discourse on code switching, the reader, after having read the first couple of pages, will take language switches as the norm, will expect them to occur … In a text that relies on one vehicular language, on the other hand, switches to a secondary language aremuch rarer and therefore take the reader more by surprise. They may constitute, precisely because of their scarcity, a more radical foregrounding.

        (Rudin 1996: 29)

      

      
In other words, context is key in each attempt to reflect the lived experience of bilinguals as well as monolinguals in a bilingual world.

      It is important to pause on that other significant term, “bilingual,” because like “Spanglish,” it functions broadly and potentially obfuscates meaning. As Gustavo Peréz Firmat writes, the phrase “bilingual writer” “can mean three different things: 1) that the writer knows more than one language; 2) that he writes sometimes in one language, sometimes in another; 3) that the writing itself mixes two languages” (Pérez Firmat 2002: 7–8). Furthermore, when the writing itself mixes languages, Ernst Rudin reminds us that the term “bilingual” “implies equal weight” (1996: 10). While many if not most Latino/a texts employ Spanish in some form, it is typically vastly outweighed by the presence of English. Thus, as Rudin explains, most (but not all) Latino/a texts are examples of “bilingualism in literature” rather than “bilingual literature” (1996: 10).

    

    
      The accommodation-resistance spectrum

      How Latino/a authors employ these techniques of borrowing, calquing, code-switching, and translating depends on how they view their audience(s). In “Intelligibility and Meaningfulness in Multicultural Literature in English,” Reed Way Dasenbrock (1987) approaches the debate at the heart of linguistic choice in multicultural literature: to accommodate or to challenge the linguistic abilities of one’s readership. Dasenbrock locates the problem in critical responses to texts containing more than one language, separating those responses into “universalist” and “localist” or “contextualist” positions. Universalist critics believe writers should avoid the use of languages unfamiliar to monolingual audiences; in contrast, localists or contextualists argue, “the reader who is interested in a work should expect to do some work to appreciate it” (1987: 11). Lourdes Torres touches on this same debate from the authorial perspective when she divides her categories of code-switching according to how willing authors are to appeal to their readers. The first category, “cushioned” Spanish, either uses very little Spanish that would not be immediately recognizable to monolingual English readers, or it provides contextual translations within the surrounding text (Torres 2007: 79). The second category, “gratifying” the bilingual reader, involves consciously employing Spanish phrases and sentences in English texts without translation, though it stops short of completely closing a text off to monolingual readers (2007: 83). The final category is made up of texts that employ “radical bilingualism,” frustrating monolingual readers entirely with their heavy use of Spanish (2007: 86).

      However critics seek to categorize these texts, clearly Spanish can be employed in a variety of ways, to serve or close off a variety of audiences. Often, when asked to explain their use of Spanish in their predominantly English-language novels, writers will respond as Piri Thomas does regarding his 1967 autobiography Down These Mean Streets:


      
        I was writing it like it was. If it was black, it was “Hey, bro, what you puttin’ down?” It was the language of the streets. Or it was “Oye, panin, cómo estás?” You look at books that are written in English, and you will see words that are in French or Italian. That’s the feeling of the flow. So, I said, “Well, if they can do it, I can certainly do it in Spanish.” I wanted the readers of the book to feel the realness of what it was about.

        (quoted in McGill 2000: 181)

      

      
Thomas uses Puerto Rican Spanish throughout Streets as a mark of authenticity; yet he also volunteers contextual and glossary translations that accommodate readers who might otherwise be frustrated by the “flow.” Contextual translations are sometimes unincorporated, direct translations that appear immediately after a Spanish word or phrase: “‘Cuidado,’ he said. ‘Take care’” (Thomas 1967: 185). It’s debatable whether the repetition acts solely in service of monolingual readers, or whether it suggests a speaker who speaks first in Spanish, then translates to English, but in either case readers without access to Spanish are provided the translation. Other times, the contextual translations are woven more neatly into the narrative, as when Piri accompanies his mother to the Home Relief Office and serves as her translator. His mother directs her son, “Piri, déle sábanas, frizas, un matre, zapatos para los nenes, abrigos y unos pantalones para ti” (1967: 53), and though he resists a moment, he explains (to the investigator and the readers), “My mother says she needs sheets, blankets, a mattress, shoes for the kids, coats and a pair of pants for me” (1967: 53). Piri the narrator translates at the same time as Thomas the author, and monolingual readers are let into Spanish through a side door.

      As with Thomas’s autobiography, accommodating representations of Spanish in Latino/a texts often involve glossaries. Sometimes, authors append these glossaries themselves: Cuban-American writer Achy Obejas argues that a glossary is “a way to create context, for those readers who wanted it, without interrupting the flow of the story … the reader has to decide whether she wants to see if there’s anything back there, in the glossary, about whatever it is she thinks she may have missed, or wants to know more about” (quoted in Preziuso 2010: n.p.). The glossary also potentially offers insights into the author’s attitude toward such accommodation: in some cases, authors actively resist the glossary. This is true for Junot Díaz, who avoids both the glossary and italicization of Spanish words in his work. This stance likely developed when early British editions of Junot Díaz’s collection of short stories, Drown, included a glossary that he did not authorize. He then refused to allow a glossary in The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, claiming the British publishers “knew I wasn’t playing” (quoted in Jaggi 2008: n.p.). Díaz participates in what Martha Cutter argues is “a more radical translational enterprise because it asks, and even at times forces, not only the character or writer but also the reader to assume a primary role in these processes of translation” (Cutter 2005: 176). Speaking of this desire to confront his monolingual English readers, Díaz explains: “When I learned English in the States, this was a violent enterprise. And by forcing Spanish back onto English, forcing it to deal with the language it tried to exterminate in me, I’ve tried to represent a mirror-image of that violence on the page” (Céspedes and Torres-Saillant 2000: 904).

      When publishers add glossaries to a text such as Drown, their actions alter the interpretive possibilities of the text; in this case, the “violence” of which Díaz speaks is potentially muted. While editors, publishers, and readers often aim to render texts completely transparent, as Doris Sommer argues, some gaps are not just creative play but strategic attempts to maintain a distance between the reader and the author, narrator, or experience. Similarly, Aparicio writes: “By metaphorically displacing the ideal monolingual American reader and by producing texts whose poetic and cultural signifying require crosscultural competency, contemporary US Latino and Latina writers are marginalizing and even potentially excluding the monolingual reader” (1994: 800). Critics and contemporary authors have begun to celebrate texts that resist monolingual audiences, highlighting the use of Spanish as both authentic and politically motivated.

      The most resistant approach to English monolingual readerships involves publishing either entirely in Spanish, or with so much Spanish as to be nearly unintelligible to non-bilingual readers. While early Chicano Movement writers such as Tomás Rivera published in Spanish, and Rolando Hinojosa-Smith and Alejandro Morales alternate between publishing in Spanish and English, Margarita Cota-Cárdenas offers readers a novel that most accurately fits the definition of “bilingual”: Puppet, published in 1985, is primarily narrated in Spanish, but depicts the life of bilingual protagonist Petra/Pat Leyva with a heavy dose of English as well. Because the story centers on Petra’s difficulty with asserting her Chicana identity, language becomes a primary vehicle for understanding her feelings of being torn. Of Cota-Cárdenas’s choice to write in Spanish, Tey Diana Rebolledo writes that it was “a deliberate and, I might add, a political language choice for Cota-Cárdenas … It was also a resistance to what she felt was linguistic and cultural annihilation” (Rebolledo 2000: xiv). That resistance in some ways appears futile: Rebolledo also notes that having been written in Spanish, the book fell out of print until it was translated into English and published in a new “bilingual” edition 15 years later. Just as Petra finds herself caught between English and Spanish depending on her audience – as when she realizes to herself “that when you pray, you pray in English” (Cota-Cárdenas 2000: 107) – the bilingual edition finds itself negotiating two audiences, caught between representations of Spanish and English. Despite an attempt to visually “equalize” the Spanish and English versions of Cota-Cárdenas’s novella by presenting the original text in one direction and inverting the translation so that the two texts meet in the middle (essentially offering two cover pages), other publishing choices including the design of the cover page and placement of introductory materials subtly privilege the English “translation,” undercutting Cota-Cárdenas’s emphasis on Spanish.

      “Translation” implies a “turning from” one language to another, but in complex linguistic texts such as Puppet, that turning becomes a gesture toward both reversing and regenerating linguistic hierarchies. How do you go about producing a bilingual edition of a text that is already bilingual? Writers such as Díaz, Julia Alvarez, and Cristina García have experienced some frustration when their code-switching “English” novels were translated into Spanish. Other writers, such as Rolando Hinojosa-Smith, have maintained control over those translations by producing separate English and Spanish versions. But for many Latino/a writers, including Cota-Cárdenas, the survival of their work depends on the use of English: either as the primary language or in translation.

    

    
      Outside influences

      Díaz’s interactions with his publishers and the marginalization of Cota-Cárdenas’s Spanish-heavy novella both suggest that in spite of the demand on the part of some authors for readers to experience the linguistic heterogeneity at the heart of many Latino/a texts, there are a number of factors and interested parties influencing the legibility of those same texts. Those factors include all of those parties involved in producing and preserving Latino/a texts: editors, publishers, translators, critics, and readers. These occasionally conflicting perspectives on the level of translation required for a general reading audience can have an impact on the way writers compose their work. For example, Luis Alberto Urrea explains in an interview:


      
        I’ll tell you, my first book was called Across the Wire and I was absolutely assiduous, I think, in translating everything I could because my publisher insisted. They were in New York; they didn’t know any Spanish. So I did that and the reviewers basically said this guy sounds like an idiot. He’s translating every word. We know the words. So then I went to the other extreme and then people were mad because they felt like I was, whatever, cutting out the Anglo reader.

        (quoted in Marone and Myrland 2009: n.p.)

      

      
Urrea goes on to explain that he eventually sought a middle ground in his two most recent novels, noting in particular a moment in Into the Beautiful North where one of the main characters, Tacho, unleashes an angry rant entirely in Spanish with no translation. He explains, “I figured readers who don’t speak Spanish, of course, won’t know what he says but it’s a visual joke in a way” (Marone and Myrland 2009). Urrea emphasizes the visual impact of Spanish mixed with English because Tacho’s anger is italicized: this is another way that publishers have standardized the “otherness” of Spanish, typographically calling attention to difference.

      Achy Obejas highlights her own experience with italicization as a political choice: “When I went to Random House and said no italicized words, nobody blinked and they had no problem with it. Five years earlier, with an alternative press that was very progressive and liberal [Cleis Press, publishers of Memory Mambo], the Spanish was italicized. The change happened between 1996 and 2001” (quoted in Benítez 2007: 93–4). In Memory Mambo, narrator Juani Casas meets a stranger who says, “No hay mal que por bien no venga” (Obejas 1996: 174); Juani then explains, “While I thought about it, she repeated what she said in English, in case I didn’t understand” (1996: 174). The narrator and the typography work together to suggest that the Spanish needs translation. Meanwhile, in the later Days of Awe, narrator Alejandra San José describes her father, the translator, and his frustrations with words that do not match up in English and Spanish: “Heaven was at the top of his list of stubborn English; in Spanish, it was escampar, which is what happens when it stops raining” (Obejas 2001: 11). Here again the typography and narrative work hand in hand, only this time they insist not only is translation sometimes impossible, but also that the languages are on equal footing. Publishers may have normalized italicization, but writers such as Obejas are changing the way we see Spanish on the page; this in turn potentially changes the way we interpret their work.

      Writers such as Obejas show an awareness of the impact of linguistic choice on interpretation; in turn, critical interpretations of authorial linguistic choice can also have an effect on future interpretations. Rudolfo Anaya’s 1972 novel Bless Me, Ultima, the coming-of-age narrative of Antonio Márez, provides an excellent example of how changing critical understandings of the novel each contextualize the level of linguistic accommodation in different ways. In 1987, Dasenbrock claimed the novel “includes a substantial amount of Spanish, for which there is very little covert or overt translation” (1987: 15); he argues against another critic who describes the novel in terms of its “aggressively bilingual mode of presentation” (1987: 15). And yet, in 1996 Rudin declared that the Spanish in Anaya’s novel does not overwhelm the monolingual reader: “I would go even further and argue that Anaya uses Spanish in most cases with the monolingual reader in mind and not with the bilingual one” (1996: 225). More recently in 2003, Manuel Martín-Rodríguez cites Anaya and his novel in contrast to more experimental writers such as Tomás Rivera and Rolando Hinojosa-Smith, and he highlights its demonstrated popular success, arguing, “Ultima is a bestseller because it is written as a bestseller. The reader’s activity is kept to a minimum since the narrator and/or the characters do most of the interpreting for him/her” (2003: 36). Martín-Rodríguez highlights that the narrative as well as the Spanish constantly strives for transparency: the reader has to do little work to interpret both the narrative and the linguistic content.

      In the midst of their debate about the meaning of Anaya’s use of Spanish, these critics alter the level of accommodation and resistance afforded to Anaya. The canonical reaction against the presence of Spanish casts it as “aggressive”; meanwhile the desire to identify Ultima as a Chicano text, written for a Chicano audience, highlights the Spanish as subversive; this reading gives way to a desire to construct Ultima as a less-than-radical effort at engaging monolingual Anglo audiences, and finally away from the Anglo vs. Chicano debate altogether, only to be replaced by a debate over Ultima’s popular vs. academic status. Each critic sees the text, and more specifically the operation of language within the text, through the prism of contemporary critical debates within the discipline of literary criticism. Is the use of Spanish in Anaya’s novel “aggressively bilingual”? Accommodating to monolingual audiences? Made transparent in the service of bestseller status? Compared to what? It depends, not only on whom, but when, you ask.

      Latino/a writers display a wide variety of techniques and approaches to accommodating their readers’ linguistic abilities: as Torres helpfully explains, the spectrum runs from very accommodating (with “cushioned” or contextually translated words and phrases) to resistant (less willing to translate) to defiant (published mostly or entirely in Spanish). These approaches are enhanced, altered, or mitigated by the goals of publishers, editors, translators, and critics who all have different ideas about language as well as thresholds for understanding. And it does not end there: for example, when readers go online to create glossaries for The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao – as Kim Flournoy did when she created The Annotated Oscar Wao – they not only create a space for readers in search of translation, but they also join in on the debate, engaging Junot Díaz in a tug of war over the politics of language. Language issues are woven into Latino/a narratives at the same time writers express a conscious concern for how that language appears to readers. These language negotiations will continue to shape how we understand the relationship between Spanish and English and how that relationship plays out on the page.
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LATINO/A LITERATURE AND THE USES OF FOLKLORE

    
      María Eugenia Cotera
    

    
      Folklore has been a major aesthetic force in Latino/a literary practice since the early twentieth century. Spiritual figures such as the “curandero/a” or “santero/a” have shared literary space with more spectral figures such as “La Llorona” or the devil. Popular traditions of music and dance have enriched Latino/a novels, short stories and poetry, as have representations of deeply meaningful religious practices, rituals, and rites of passage. Historical figures from the conquest forward that have been celebrated and demonized in the oral traditions of Latino communities have made their way into foundational texts in the Latino/a canon (“La Malinche” and Gregorio Cortez are perhaps the two most well-known examples). Countless memoirs have offered insight into the everyday culture of Latinos/as – their representations of traditional and contemporary foodways, children’s games, chistes (jokes), proverbs, and dichos, these accounts offer a picture of intergenerational exchange, community cohesion, and, most importantly, survival, in the shadow of empire, colonization, and continued economic, social, and political marginalization.

      With such a proliferation of folklore in Latino/a literature it seems a simple enough task to trace the many ways in which folk expression has been utilized by Latino/a authors, but nothing could be further from the truth. Indeed, any attempt to untangle the deep interconnectedness of Latino/a folkloric and literary expression must contend with several complicating factors. First of all, one must avoid the temptation to see literature as the natural historical outgrowth of folklore. Folklore and literature are certainly historically related, but the nature of this relationship is not self-evident; and while we might accept the proposition that folklore, especially oral narrative traditions, represent a (pre-textual) form of “literature,” it would be a critical mistake to reduce the relationship between the two to an historical continuum that figures the written text as a more “advanced” form of literary expression. Second, any discussion of the “uses” of folklore in Latino/a literature runs the risk of reifying folklore as the raw material for literature. While many Latino/a authors have self-consciously refigured folktales and legends into literary formats, the relationship between oral and literary forms of expression is shaped by a dynamic, mutually informing field of cultural expression. One must also be wary of assuming that all folklore is necessarily counter-hegemonic. While many Latino/a authors have deployed folklore in a recuperative mode, finding within it an expression of subjugated knowledge that articulates the experiences of an historically marginalized community, critics must attend to the deeply contradictory nature of “folk” knowledge, especially the ways in which it produces a form of “common sense” that all too often reinforces relations of domination and subordination within minoritized communities. Finally, though manifest connections exist, the field of Latino/a folklore is vast and heterogeneous, encompassing not only a widely varied set of practices, but also a broad array of historical influences, experiences, and traditions ranging from Spain to Africa to the Indigenous Americas. What unites expressive practices across the Americas is a history of linguistic, social, and cultural mixture resulting from the historical colonization and hyper-exploitation of subjugated people, a mixed blessing to be sure. Despite the many points of historical convergence, examining a field as broad as “Latino/a folklore” (or Latino/a literature for that matter) requires not only an ability to see connection where it exists, but also careful attention to the particularities of indigenous, Creole, Afrolatino, and Mestizo realities. In this chapter, I will attempt to illuminate this vast field, while at the same time addressing the complex ways in which Latino/a writers have put folklore to literary use.

    

    
      What is Latino/a folklore?

      It seems sensible to begin this task with a clear understanding of what we mean when we speak of folklore, and particularly Latino/a folklore. We might think of folklore as a reservoir of knowledge for a given community: a set of practices, traditions, linguistic customs, and stories that lend coherence to a group of people connected by language, kinship, geography, or occupation. Though approaches to the study of folklore differ, there is basic agreement on the cultural terrain that folkloristic research engages. We might divide this folkloric terrain into three overlapping “regions”: 1) the study of customs, everyday practices and social life (encompassing food, dance, song, dress, games, ceremonies, and rites of passage associated with birth, death, love, marriage); 2) the study of spirituality, cosmology, and belief systems (encompassing traditional religious practices, superstitions, mythology, and the sacred); and 3) the study of linguistic expression (folktales and literary traditions, folk expressions, dichos/sayings, jokes, wordplay, rhymes, fairy tales) (DeCosta 1977: 22).

      Latino/a folklore – understood in this context as the folklore of the Mexican-American, Central American, Latin American, and Caribbean subjects who live in the United States and Puerto Rico – is distinct for a number of reasons. First, given that Latino/a communities have been subject to multiple dislocations and migrations, Latino/a folklore is necessarily diasporic. Second, and connected to the first, Latino/a folklore has developed in contexts of violence and dispossession including colonization, genocide, slavery and US empire. Third, Latino/a folklore is not “pure,” which is to say that, given the first and second propositions, the folk culture of Latinos/as is a blended culture, encompassing, but not limited to, African, Spanish, Indigenous American, and even Middle Eastern forms. “Creolization” and “mestizaje” are processes that have fundamentally shaped Latin American, and Latino/a cultural forms. As such, we might think of Latino/a folklore as always already hybrid and, more importantly, as always in flux, given the contexts of migration and cross-community interchange that characterize the Latino/a experience in the United States.

      This is a rich field for research to be sure, and it has resulted in a predictably broad array of scholarship. While some folklorists, especially in the early twentieth century, have taken a more “traditional” approach to the study of Latino/a folklore, collecting classic folktales, legends, or ballads and tracing their origin to Europe, Africa or Indigenous America, others have focused on a very wide range of topics and regions, from ceremonies related to rites of passage, like Quinceañera celebrations in San Antonio, Texas, to modern manifestations of La Llorona legends (in film and popular music, for example), to the transamerican diffusion of “chupacabra” stories, to the embodied performances of participants at Latino/a festivals and parades. Indeed, contemporary folklore research is not confined to the collection of “survivals” of older cultural forms (legends, folktales, religious practices) in modern society. More often than not, it focuses on the “expressive culture” of Latino/a communities, the set of behaviors and beliefs related to art, leisure, and play that create a shared aesthetic language and lend coherence to a community. Expressive culture might include both “elite” aesthetic forms – such as plays, novels, and fine art – and popular arts such as hip-hop, narcocorridos, graffiti, and velvet paintings. There are obvious linkages and overlaps between the study of folklore per se, and the study of “expressive culture,” and depending on one’s perspective, one category might be considered a subset of the other. What is important to remember for the purposes of this chapter is that “folklore,” “expressive culture,” and “literature” are not mutually exclusive categories, indeed, they are part of a larger field of meaning-making that has created a sense of a shared reality among and between Latino/a communities across the divides of race, gender, social class, and region. Given their mutual imbrication, it is difficult, if not impossible, to disentangle what we know as “folklore” from what we understand to be “literature.”

      Once the field of folklore is expanded to include contemporary forms of expressive culture, we can clearly see how prevalent a role it plays in the Latino/a literary imagination, which has tended to center on the everyday lives of largely working-class Latino/a communities. Indeed, the representation of everyday culture, which plays such an outsized role in Latino/a literature, draws quite heavily on elements of both “traditional” folklore and contemporary expressive culture, so much so that cataloguing the particular instances in which these elements are invoked by Latino/a authors would prove to be an exercise in limitless citation, an exercise obviously beyond the scope of this chapter, and in any case, not all that interesting. What is interesting is the ways in which some Latino/a writers have deployed folklore and expressive culture as a “trope,” a device that signals a turn away from the business at hand (usually the rendering of an “authentic” social world) and toward another register of meaning. While folklore certainly does lend a sense of “realism,” even authenticity to Latino/a novels, short stories and poems, it is not exclusively deployed for this purpose. In some cases, folklore is mobilized to make claims for forms of knowledge that have been subjugated to the rationality of free market capitalism and the homogenizing culture that it requires for its proper functioning. In other cases folklore stands in for historical memory, and functions as a response to the erasure of the histories of colonized populations. In still other cases, folklore is deployed, both negatively and positively, as a form of feminist critique. Finally, there are certainly instances, especially in contemporary literature, of Latino/a writers “troping the trope” via a meta-critique of the very canonical status that folklore has obtained in Latino/a literary practice.

    

    
      The intersection of Latino folklore and literature: Early twentieth-century traditions

      Contemporary writers did not “discover” folklore as a key site of subjugated knowledge after the 1960s; several decades before the flourishing of arts and letters that marked the Latino/a “renaissance” period, writers and scholars were exploring the uses of folklore in both their academic work and in their literary experiments. This early native intellectual interest in folklore was due as much to broader historical changes that transformed the political and economic realities for Latinos/as in the US as it was to the rise of a scholarly ethos of cultural pluralism that allowed for the study of racial difference in a manner that did not relegate “otherness” to an index of barbarism. While a thoroughgoing account of these transformations is beyond the scope of this chapter, a few observations about this historical moment are warranted. First, with the rise of the Anglo power structure throughout the Southwest and the enfolding of Puerto Rico (and to a lesser extent Cuba and the Dominican Republic) into asymmetrical political, economic, and juridical relation to the US nation-state came a displacement, and even demonization, of Latino/a histories, systems of sociality, and political economic organization. Latino/a scholars who came of age in this period sought to recover histories, practices, and knowledges that were being supplanted by “American” values as a result of both assimilation programs in the schools and pervasive racism. Second, these early intellectuals, in some cases the first in their families to attend institutions of higher learning in the US, came into contact with a scholarly culture that was itself undergoing a radical transformation. In the United States, changing ideas about the “relativity” of cultures, combined with modernist anxieties about cultural forms that were thought to be “disappearing” in the wake of imperial expansion and industrialization, gave rise to an ethos of recovery that shifted both the theoretical and the methodological concerns of emergent fields such as anthropology and folklore studies, opening up a space for native intellectuals to study their own cultures (Cotera 2008: 23–39).

      New ideas about the plurality of cultures also circulated in Caribbean intellectual circles, popularized by the work of key scholars such as Cuban anthropologist Fernando Ortiz (1881–1969), who first began exploring Afro-Cuban life and culture in the early part of the twentieth century, and who, like Franz Boas at Columbia University, shifted the field away from Social Darwinist conceptions of culture and toward a more relativist understanding of cultural difference. Ortiz’s concept of “transculturation,” a neologism that captured the process of exchange and mutual influence that he saw as the heart of Cuban cultural life (from its African-inflected religious beliefs to its expressive culture), had a broad impact on both social scientific and artistic developments throughout the Caribbean (Rodríguez-Mangual 2004: 27–57). Ortiz’s theoretical innovations in the social sciences interfaced with the rise in interest in Afro-Caribbean cultural forms among poets and artists such as the Cuban poet Nicolas Guillén (1902–89) and Puerto Rican writer Luis Palés Matos (1898–1959), both of whom are considered foundational to the “Negrismo” movement in the Caribbean.

      This convergence of arts and letters was also evident in US intellectual circles, where widespread public interest in folklore and, more particularly, in the uses of folklore for the development of a multicultural American literary tradition, helped shift the axis of folklore scholarship from the academic to the literary realm. Regional folklore societies led the way in the popularization of folklore, encouraging amateur folklorists and writers to transform the work songs, remedies, children’s games, legends, and folktales they collected into stories, poems, and even novels, in an effort to develop an autochthonous American literary aesthetic. These changes in the practice of folklore scholarship undoubtedly opened up a space for US Latino/a writers in the Southwest to enter the field and to begin the arduous process of recovering the folk expressions, histories, and practices that had been threatened with extinction by the political and economic transformations of the nineteenth century. This first wave of scholars/writers included Texas educator Elena Zamora O’Shea (1880–1951), New Mexican educator and politician Nina Otero-Warren (1881–1965), home economist and cookbook author Fabiola Cabeza de Baca (1894– 1991), and a generation of university-trained folklorists such as Aurelio Espinosa (1880–1958), Cleofas Jaramillo (1878–1956), Jovita González de Mireles (1904–83), and Américo Paredes (1915–99). The influence of Paredes looms particularly large in Chicano/a letters. Recognized by many as the “father” of Chicano studies for his seminal folklore study of the border ballad “Gregorio Cortez” (published in 1958 as With His Pistol in His Hand), Paredes laid the groundwork for a generation of scholars who, like him, would turn to the seed-bed of folkloric tradition to inform both their scholarly and their creative work.

      Puerto Rican intellectuals in the US and on the island were also delving into the literary uses of folklore for national formation. Most notable among these efforts is the foundational work of anthropologist Ricardo Alegría (1921–2011) and New York librarian Pura Belpré (1899–1982), both of whom reworked the folktales of Puerto Rico into popular fiction. Alegría was a trained archeologist and anthropologist who earned advanced degrees in anthropology in the United States (an MA from the University of Chicago, and a PhD from Harvard University). While he made major contributions to the establishment of anthropology as a discipline in Puerto Rico, serving as the first director of the Institute of Puerto Rican Culture, Alegría also took the time to produce a popular book based on his (and others’) extensive research into the folklore of the island. His book, The Three Wishes (1969) was a breezy collection of folktales that introduced an English-reading public to the storytelling traditions of Puerto Rico. The Three Wishes included several classic stories of “Juan Bobo,” a beloved “jíbaro” (peasant) character who still figures prominently in children’s stories today. Like Alegría, Pura Belpré’s popular appropriations of folklore also centered on children’s literature, an interesting, but not too surprising convergence, given the absence of relevant cultural texts for Puerto Rican children in the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s. Belpré began her storytelling career in the New York Public Library, where she was dismayed at the lack of resources directed at children of color, particularly Puerto Rican children. She responded to this gap by creating her own folklore-inspired bilingual storytelling events, in which she would dramatize classic Puerto Rican tales with hand puppets. Her story, “Pérez and Martina,” which recounted the love story between a cockroach and a mouse, was the first Puerto Rican tale ever to be shared with children during a New York Public Library story hour. Her first book, Pérez and Martina: A Puerto Rican Folktale was published in 1932, and was followed by a series of books that would stretch into the late twentieth century, including The Tiger and the Rabbit, and Other Tales (1946), Juan Bobo and the Queen’s Necklace (1962), Ote and Santiago (both in 1969), Dance of the Animals (1972), Once in Puerto Rico (1973), A Rainbow-Colored Horse (1978), and finally Firefly Summer (1996), a book that was published posthumously. As literary critic Lisa Sánchez González has noted, Belpré’s storytelling performances and children’s books did much more than introduce the folktales of the island to a new generation of diasporic Puerto Rican readers and listeners. Through her artfully retold folktales, Belpré tackled the complexities of Puerto Rican national identity, especially its gender, race, and class contradictions, even as she offered Puerto Rican children a key tool against the everyday racism and classism that diminished the significance of their language and heritage in the US (Sánchez González 2001a).

      While some of these early scholars hewed more closely to traditional academic approaches (Aurelio Espinosa, Américo Paredes), tracing the origins of folktales and ballads to their “European” (usually Spanish) roots, others, such as Jovita González de Mireles and Cuban-born ethnographer Lydia Cabrera (1900–91), transformed their research into vivid novels and short stories that illuminated the contradictions of empire and explored the complexities of cultural identity. González de Mireles’s and Cabrera’s work is worth examining more closely because their approach anticipates that of contemporary Latina authors who have likewise mobilized folklore in the interest of cultural critique. Jovita González de Mireles rose to prominence in the late 1920s as part of an emergent wave of Anglo- and Mexican-American scholars who were interested in deploying folklore as the basis for a “native-born” literary tradition. Though she often disagreed with some of the fundamental premises about history and culture promoted by her Anglo colleagues in the Texas Folklore Society, González de Mireles nevertheless attained a leadership position in the organization, largely due to her gifts as a folklorist and writer, and the support of her Anglo mentor, J. Frank Dobie, a leading light in the field. Throughout her career, González de Mireles used her folklore writing to expose the racial contradictions of Anglo hegemony in Texas, but it was in her literary work – her novelized folklore collection Dew on the Thorn and her collaboratively written historical novel, Caballero (with Margret Eimer) – that she articulated a sophisticated gendered critique of the internal contradictions of Tejano culture. For example, in Dew on the Thorn, González de Mireles demonstrates how folklore functions as both an important source of subjugated knowledge for a colonized community, and as an ideological apparatus for the domination of women and working-class subjects (Cotera 2008: 103–32). These internal contradictions are elaborated with even greater authorial force in Caballero, which issues a devastating feminist critique of the hetero-normative dimensions of the traditional warrior-hero motif. In Caballero, González de Mireles and her co-author, Margaret Eimer, deconstruct the figure of the “caballero” (or man on horseback) to demonstrate that folkloric figurations of resistance, when unproblematically mobilized to counteract forces of domination, can also serve the interests of dominative forces within oppressed communities (Cotera 2008: 199–224).

      In similar fashion, Lydia Cabrera capitalized on the rising interest in Afro-diasporic folklore to highlight the epistemological limitations of official culture in Cuba. Though Cabrera is rarely included in the pantheon of twentieth-century Latino/a authors, there can be little doubt that her open-minded accounts of Santería, and her innovative melding of folklore and literature, especially in its treatment of Afro-Cuban culture, have been a source of inspiration for contemporary Latino/a authors who incorporate these themes in their work. Cabrera was born at the dawn of the twentieth century and began her research in the 1920s, at the height of the “Negrismo” movement, when white Creole interest in Afro-Cuban religion and culture was shaped by modernist fascination with exotic others. Like González de Mireles, Cabrera carried out her research under the shadow of a more powerful male mentor, her brother-in-law, Fernando Ortiz, considered to be the father of Afro-Cuban studies. But, by her own account, Cabrera’s true introduction to the cosmography of the African diaspora took place much earlier, in her childhood home, where she – a daughter of the white Creole elite – absorbed the Afro-Cuban folktales of Tata Tula, her beloved nanny. Cabrera’s first book, Cuentos Negros de Cuba (1936, 1940), was a re-telling of those tales, written at the end of a decade-long sojourn in Europe. While in Europe, Cabrera mixed with a cosmopolitan assortment of Continental and Latin American intellectuals and artists, among them Argentine author Teresa de la Parra, with whom she fell in love. Cuentos Negros was conceived under tragic circumstances; de la Parra had contracted tuberculosis, and when it became clear that she was dying, Cabrera, like a lesbian Scheherazade, shared her Afro-Cuban tales with de la Parra in an effort to soothe her during her final days. Given this origin story, most critics see in Cuentos Negros something more than a simple re-telling of the Afro-Cuban folktales Cabrera heard as a child. For example, Edna Rodríguez-Mangual notes that because Cabrera’s “storytelling” presented a black cosmogony unmediated by the distanced ethnographic frame, it engendered an alternative epistemic viewpoint that exposed the limits of official discourse on race and national identity in Cuba (Rodríguez-Mangual 2004: 20). But this tells only part of the story, because the universe that is brought to life in Cuentos Negros is not just an Afrocentric space, it is also a decidedly queer space, populated by shapeshifting protagonists who exist on a continuum between gods, saints, animals, and humans, and who, more often than not, instantiate non-normative forms of sexuality. José Quiroga argues that Cuentos Negros “is all about liminality, about the self that is also an other, or about the sense of otherness within. It is also about the relationship between death and homosexuality – in short, this is a work about desire” (2000: 85). Cabrera’s mobilization of folklore in the interests of queer connection re-imagined folkloric tradition in significant ways, even as it suggested new ways of thinking about literature. Like González de Mireles, Cabrera utilized folklore to “deconstruct and reconstruct hierarchies” through literary practice, “creating the possibility for speaking new identities and new worlds into being, thus denying the paradigms of identity articulated and enforced by official culture” (Kornweibel 2004: 403). What brings their work together then, despite their many differences (of geography, race, class), is a shared refusal to sit comfortably, to identify wholeheartedly, with any single vision of heteropatriarchal nationalism, whether it is a nationalist vision articulated in opposition to American empire, or one that ultimately domesticates blackness as a necessary other.

      While the literary styles of this first generation were wide-ranging, as were their deployments of folklore, all shared a commitment to the proposition that the long tradition of Latino/a storytelling and folk expression had the potential to improve the lived experience of Latino/a populations, and to instill in young and old, rich and poor alike, the pride that comes with awareness of a rich cultural, historical, and linguistic legacy in the Americas. The “uses” of folklore in the early twentieth century, then, were decidedly political and counter-hegemonic, in that folklore, translated into accessible forms such as novels, short stories, and children’s literature, was mobilized to imagine and constitute a distinctly Latino/a polity, and to contest the notion that Latinos/as (always scripted as “new arrivals” to the Americas) lacked a rich culture and history. Moreover, for some, such as Lydia Cabrera and Jovita González de Mireles, folklore held promise as a deconstructive tool that could be mobilized to imagine new forms of identity and sociality.

    

    
      Mobilizing culture: Folklore in Latino/a literature from 1960–present

      The 1960s and 1970s witnessed a renaissance in Latino/a art and literature. Countless poems, essays, cantos, and modern-day corridos crowded the pages of radical newspapers and journals, while events such as floricantos, and acts of public resistance such as marches and building occupations became venues for plays and spoken-word performances. Much of this work drew from the expressive culture of Latin America and its diaspora, including performative traditions like carpas (tent shows) and pastorelas, graphic traditions like the broadsheets of José Guadalupe Posada and Mexican Muralismo (which itself had borrowed from traditional indigenous aesthetic forms), popular musical forms like the corrido, the bomba, and the plena, and older indigenous performance and spiritual practices (danza azteca, flor y canto). The aesthetics of 1960s and early 1970s expressive culture were shaped by nationalist agendas, and reflected, to a large degree, the anti-colonial Third-Worldist ideology of Chicano/a and Puerto Rican liberation movements. In this context, folklore, figured as an expression of the resistant knowledge of subaltern peoples, played an especially important role in literary and artistic production, as did folkloric figures (both real and imagined), drawn from a long history of resistance to dominant power. In poems like Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzáles’s “I am Joaquín” – considered by many to be a founding aesthetic statement of the Chicano movement – figures such as the bandido, the revolutionary, and the indigenous warrior were linked, through a decidedly masculine line of descent, to “modern-day” resistant subjects such as the rebellious barrio youth and the “Pachuco,” suggesting a patrilineal hagiography that seemed to align resistance with masculinity.

      But very early on, different mobilizations of folklore emerged to contest the heteronormative and patriarchal vision of resistance put forward by movement “heavies.” In newspapers and magazines such as El Grito del Norte and Pa’lante, and early feminist print culture like Regeneración, Hijas de Cuauhtémoc, and historical personages to thematize the gendered complexitiesEncuentro Femenil (the first Chicana feminist journal), Latinas crafted a distinctly female heritage of resistance through the recuperation of figures and practices that had been relegated to the margins of movement discourse. For example, Latina writers recuperated historical personages to thematize the gendered complexities of “colonized” identity, including La Malinche (Hernán Cortez’s translator and consort), Guarinex (a Puerto Rican cacica), and Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz (a Mexican nun and poet). They celebrated syncretic spiritual figures like la Virgen de Guadalupe, and, in the Caribbean context, the deities Ochún and Elleguá as important models for hybrid identity. And they recast folkloric legends such as La Llorona (a Medea figure who drowned her own children) and the nagual (shapeshifter) as metaphors for feminine transgression. Latinas also mined both folklore scholarship and personal memory for information on distinctly feminine spiritual and place-making practices like curanderismo, recetas, remedios, and altares, and mobilized these practices as formal models for their own literary and artistic visions.

      This interest in a feminine folkloric tradition was not limited to women writers. Rudolfo Anaya’s Bless Me, Ultima (1972), winner of the Premio Quinto Sol literary award, explored the syncretic spiritual heritage of the Southwest through the figure of a grandmotherly curandera, Ultima, who guides the novel’s central protagonist, seven-year-old Antonio Márez, through a thicket of conflicting cultural values in post-World War II New Mexico. In Bless Me, Ultima, Anaya crafted a fictional world populated by witches, indigenous deities, politicos, and war-ravaged veterans, a world that articulated the complexities of life in the borderlands of cultures. Anaya’s curandera Ultima is much more than a plot device; her healing practice and her access to folk wisdom, both of which draw on a blend of indigenous and Western spiritual traditions, are meant to restore Antonio, and by extension the reader, to full humanity and to heal the wounds of colonialism and imperialism. In Bless Me, Ultima, folklore provides a channel through which subjugated knowledges and collective memory can be accessed, producing a form of historical recovery that contests the “official story” of colonization and empire and begins to repair their damage. This approach stands at the center of most, if not all, contemporary mobilizations of folklore in Latino/a literature.

      In some cases, especially in the memoir genre, Latino/a writers have explored the expressive culture of working-class Latinos/as in an effort to recuperate a way of life threatened by the ongoing effort to assimilate Latino/a communities to the values of US culture. For example, in Canícula: Snapshots of a Girlhood en la Frontera, her “fictional autobioethnography,” folklorist Norma Cantú (1995) weaves together family photographs with her memories of life in south Texas, focusing on the artistic practices, foodways, and rituals that gave her a sense of connection to family, history, and place. These “snapshots” of “la frontera” mark a particular moment in life on the border, a moment that seems – like the photographs that document it – to be fading away with the passage of time and the intrusions of another world. In some ways, the sense of urgency generated in the space between Canícula’s fading photographs and Cantú’s fading memories (necessarily ephemeral, like all memories) connects this work to that of the earlier generation, which also sought to record “lost” or fading folk traditions. But Canícula urges readers to examine the act of memorialization itself in an effort to carve out an aesthetic practice that lies somewhere in the borderlands between folklore, literature, and memory, challenging the “pastness” of folklore, even as it claims “literature” as a key site for the production of Latino/a expressive culture.

      In other cases, Latino/a writers have adopted the role of authorial curanderos/as and spiritual healers, utilizing folk knowledge and the recuperation of memory as a kind of “talking cure” to heal the wounds – both collective and personal – of history. For example, Aurora Levins Morales (1998b) begins her work Remedíos: Stories of Earth and Iron from the History of Puertorriqueñas with a moving account of her own childhood sexual abuse at the hands of men in her community, and connects that abuse to the deep history of exploitation experienced by women throughout the globe. As her title implies, Levins Morales sees the act of writing itself as a kind of “remedy,” one that must work hand-in-hand with older traditions of healing. In keeping with this approach, she opens each of the book’s epochal chapters with a detailed description of a different medicinal plant and its curative properties. Like Cantú, Levins Morales presents her readers with a hybrid text that undercuts strict divisions between official forms of knowledge (ethnography, historiography) and folk knowledge (storytelling, dichos, recetas) and gives equal weight to scholarly sources, family rumors, and popular “cuentos.” For Levins Morales, recovering the submerged knowledges that have come together in the Americas – and still exist in the foodways, musical forms, stories, and spiritual practices of marginalized peoples – is key to our survival. This is, of course, the terrain of folklore, and, like a modern-day curandera, Levins Morales mines this terrain to elaborate a healing literary practice that “can tip the balance toward survival for all of us” (Levins Morales 2001: xxvii).

      Other Latino/a writers have taken a more meta-critical approach to folklore, deploying it in an ironic mode that reveals and thereby deconstructs normative visions of gender, race, class, and sexuality. For example, in her 1991 collection of short stories, Woman Hollering Creek (a title that references La Llorona, or “wailing” woman), Sandra Cisneros invokes folklore to expose the gendered contradictions of Mexican revolutionary ideology and to voice a sly critique of the ways in which contemporary culture workers have deployed folklore for questionable political aims. In her short story “Eyes of Zapata,” Cisneros reveals the economy of desire that stands at the center of Chicano/a movement appropriations of the iconic Mexican revolutionary hero Emiliano Zapata by having his lover, Inés, speak their story as he lays sleeping beneath her. Inés, as we soon discover, is a nagual, who takes the form of a white owl (like Anaya’s Ultima) to spy on Zapata when he visits his other wives. The story she recounts – in which she always comes second to the revolution, and to other women – recalls another dominant folkloric figure, “la adelita” (the iconic “camp woman” who followed her man into battle during the Mexican Revolution), a figure that, like Zapata, was mobilized during the Chicano Movement to embody “proper” revolutionary gender relations.

      In another story in the collection, “Bien Pretty,” Cisneros punctures the self-importance of post-Movement culture workers (including herself) through a hilarious enumeration of the trappings of folklore that writers and artists adopt to lend authenticity to their work. The protagonist in this story, a painter, lives in the borrowed home of a noted Texas poet, Irasema Izaura Coronado, who “carries herself as if she were directly descended Ixtaccíhuatl,” and whose husband is “an honest-to-God Huichol curandero.” Irasema’s home is painted in bright folkloric colors and filled with the requisite signifiers of Mexican and indigenous authenticity, including Oaxacan pottery pieces, red chili lights, an altar to Frida Kahlo, a Virgen de Guadalupe chandelier, and a death mask of Pancho Villa (Cisneros 1991: 139–40). Unfortunately for the visiting painter, the home is also filled with cucarachas, which sets in motion an unfortunate love affair with an exterminator, Flavio Mungía (an “honest-to-God” working-class Mexican). Flavio, like Zapata, becomes an object of desire for the painter, who attempts to capture his authenticity in her own rendition of the Aztec legend of Prince Popocatépetl/Princess Ixtaccíhuatl. The invocation of this image in particular is interesting given its iconic status in popular Mexican-American graphics (particularly grocery calendars) and movement iconography. The legend the painting depicts is the origin story of two of the tallest mountains in Mexico, both of which can be seen from Mexico City. According to Aztec mythology, Popocatépetl and Ixtaccíhuatl were in love, but her father, a powerful ruler, ordered Popocatépetl to prove himself in battle against an enemy tribe before he would grant Ixtaccíhuatl’s hand in marriage. While Popocatépetl is away at war, one of his rivals tells Ixtaccíhuatl that he has been killed in battle, causing her to die of a broken heart. When Popocatépetl returns and learns of Ixtaccíhuatl’s death, he takes her body into the mountains and dies next to his beloved. The tragic love story has been memorialized by many artists, most famously, Jesús Helguera, whose paintings of the pair have been reproduced in popular graphics throughout Mexico and the US.

      That the artist in Cisneros’s story appropriates this ubiquitous, and decidedly heteronormative, image to articulate her love for Flavio suggests the true nature of her desire, which is not for a single man, but for an essentially romantic connection to vernacular aesthetics, indigenized working-class bodies, and ultimately to an authentic (and highly romanticized) Mexican past. But reality must intervene, and it does so in Flavio’s forceful articulation of his class, national, and linguistic difference, not to mention his male privilege. Flavio steps out of the painting the artist has created of him to criticize her Spanish, mock her performances of essentialized identity, and most devastatingly, inform her that he must return to Mexico to care for his wife and children. Indeed it is Flavio’s authenticity – the very thing that the painter tries so desperately to capture – that breaks her heart. In response, she returns to her Popocatépetl painting. Throwing authenticity out the window, she reverses the roles of prince and princess, and in a final gesture of subversive gendered rejection, titles the piece “El Pípi del Popo.” Cisneros’s humorous examination of the economy of desire that stands at the center of many artistic and literary appropriations of “traditional” and working-class expressive culture points to the ways in which subjugated knowledges (like folklore and popular culture) are evacuated of their power when they are merely recirculated as commodified markers of authenticity. Troping the trope, Cisneros demonstrates the power of folklore to connect Latinos in the diaspora to their “origins,” even as she exposes the ways in which such imagined connections can lead to profound disconnection and rupture when culture workers are not attentive to the workings of difference (class, national, gendered) within Latino/a communities.

      A different critical take on the uses of folklore is at work in Cristina García’s Dreaming in Cuban (1992), which explores the complexities of Cuban identity, both on the island and in the United States. Here too, desire – for the island, for the past, for a sense of social and familial connection – moves the plot forward, but the racial and class politics of Cuba complicate the circuits of this desire. Dreaming in Cuban centers on three generations of women in the del Pino family: the matriarch, Celia del Pino, her two daughters, Lourdes and Felicia, and her granddaughter, Pilar. After the 1959 revolution, Lourdes and her family flee Cuba, settling in New York where Pilar struggles to concretize her identity as a member of the 1.5 generation. Celia remains in Cuba, where her commitment to the revolution and especially to “El Lider” grows, almost in direct response to her daughter Lourdes’s rabid anti-communism. Felicia del Pino stays in Cuba with her mother, where she begins to delve, ever more deeply, into the Afro-Cuban world. All of the del Pino women experience, in one form or another, the psychological damage wrought by the disconnection of revolution and exile, but it is Felicia del Pino, and particularly her fascination with Afro-Cuban culture – a fascination that leads to her eventual descent into madness and death – who opens up a space for García to explore the tragic dimensions of Cuban racial ideology.

      Throughout the novel, Felicia, a white Cuban, reaches across the racial divide to form relationships with black Cubans, first with her best friend Herminia, whose Yoruban father is a Babalawo (Santería priest), and later, more problematically, with her first husband, from whom she contracts syphilis. As her mind and body disintegrate as a result of the disease, Felicia seeks out the services of “La Madrina” a Santería “godmother,” to no avail. Her descent into madness and eventual death seem to suggest that Felicia’s transgressions against class and race make her an “impossible subject,” even in the post-revolutionary moment, when national ideology held that the revolution had defeated racism in Cuba. But Felicia’s desire to embrace Santería and Afro-Cuban culture on its own terms also reminds readers of the long history of white Creole interest in the cultural forms of the African diaspora, as well as the desire for otherness that shaped the production of knowledge about culture in the Caribbean since Fernando Ortiz first proposed transculturation as the governing metaphor for Cuban national identity. Felicia is, in effect, the transcultural subject par excellence, and while her liminality suggests the transgressive potentialities of transculturation, her death necessarily shadows the utopian valences of this potentiality. In Dreaming in Cuban, Cristina García invokes Santería not as an authentic source of subjugated knowledge that can heal the wounds of colonialism and imperialism (after all Felicia is not healed), but in a meta-discursive mode that allows her to expose the circuits of white desire at the heart of ethno-graphic discourse in the Caribbean and to reveal the ways in which a tragic history of slavery, colonialism, genocide, and death, are invisibilized in Fernando Ortiz’s conception of transculturation as an “equal exchange.” Like Lydia Cabrera some 60 years earlier, García deploys Afro-Cuban folklore to contest the “official culture” of Cuba, but whereas Cabrera exposed the heteronormative faultlines of national culture at the moment of transculturation’s birth (during the early twentieth-century “Negrismo” movement), García uses folklore as a foil to expose the foundational fictions of Cuban national discourse on race and culture in the post-revolutionary moment.

      Meta-critical mobilizations of folklore like those of Sandra Cisneros and Cristina García (and Cabrera and González de Mireles before them) suggest the extraordinarily diverse, multilayered, and complex ways that folk traditions and expressive culture have entered into the Latino/a literary lexicon. This diversity makes for an incredibly rich terrain of literary production in which the residue of history and the stuff of everyday life combine in works of the imagination that invoke multiple histories, traditions, and practices to challenge normative conceptions of identity, community, and aesthetics. Far from being entirely “new” or chiefly “traditional,” Latino/a literature mobilizes the past and the present, tradition and innovation, the remembered and the imagined, in an effort to capture the complexity of Latino/a experience and record the ongoing creativity of the lives it seeks to represent.
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      In Latino/a cultural politics, to write a literary text is to give voice to the disenfranchised and to express in a public format the experiences, values, and ideologies of a local community, a gesture of resistance that becomes most salient in times of globalization. In addition to writing stories that function as alternative, counter-narratives to their invisibility in US official historiography, Latino/a authors also deploy musical intertexts and references to examine differentials of race, class, gender, and sexuality. In this chapter, I will trace some of the most salient examples of the influence and intertextual presence of popular music in US Latino/a literature, focusing on the significant critical scholarship that has examined these interartistic texts in which words and sounds transform each other.

      Through a literature of resistance, US Latino/a writers have reclaimed their past oral traditions, folklore, and popular musical repertoires that reaffirm their differential identity within the US as well as the epistemologies of their cultural traditions. Thus, readers will find diverse inscriptions of the Mexican corrido in Chicano/a poetry and prose and of Afro-Caribbean sounds and salsa rhythms in Nuyorican, US Puerto Rican, and Latino Caribbean literature. These exemplify popular music as a discourse that privileges the authorship and creativity of the communal and the popular over elite and romantic notions of the writer as an individual genius. The presence of popular music in written literary texts also challenges traditional binary notions that privilege written literacy over orality. By fusing orality into written literature, US Latino/a writers highlight the primacy of voice and of sounds in the production of cultural identity.

    

    
      The corrido and Chicano/a literature

      As in the study of oral traditions in Europe, there has been a vast literature proposing the origins of the corrido, its synchronic and diachronic variations, and its historical development and decadence. While Ramón Saldívar, for instance, states that “El corrido de Cortina” from as early as 1859 may be one of the oldest corridos that sung about social conflict, José Limón refers to the discovery of “El corrido de Kiansis” (1992: 23), as the oldest and most complete corrido of the 1860s. All scholars, however, agree that by the end of the nineteenth century the epic heroic corrido of south Texas was the “dominant socially symbolic act of the Mexican American community” and “a central function revealed in the shift from telling the news to reflecting about the same events it narrated” (R. Saldívar 1990: 32). After 1930, the corrido begins to decline due to the capitalist reorganization of the Southwest, yet it remains a “residual” cultural expression for the Mexican-American community (Limón 1992: 40–4). Since then the corrido has become commercialized – as well as globalized – and a major genre for the Mexican musical industry. There are also numerous local corridos composed in the United States that document from the popular perspective local electoral victories (as in Bell Gardens, California), the political activism of César Chávez, and the rise of US presidents such as John F. Kennedy and Barack Obama.

      The corrido in South Texas has been examined by Américo Paredes, who himself was active in scholarly debates about the origins of the Mexican corrido. The corrido has been defined mostly as “an anonymous folk song narrative composed in octosyllabic quatrains and sung to a tune typically in ternary rhythm and in 3/4 or 6/8 meter. The quatrains are usually structured in an a b c b rhyme pattern and the entire narrative may be framed with formulaic openings and closings” (Limón 1984, 11–12; quoted in R. Saldívar 1990: 27). The corrido tells stories of significant events, like an informal newspaper for the people, and it narrated “social conflicts, natural disasters, political issues, or individual crises” (R. Saldívar 1990: 27). It shares with other Latin American ballads its popular character, in that it tells stories from the perspective of the working-class sectors, rather than from that of the official or national institutions. It has been associated with the Spanish romance, as the late Merle Simmons argued that the corridos began in the early years of the colonial period and were found throughout the Americas. In turn, Paredes argued that some examples of corridos do not constitute a “tradition” and instead proposed the Texas/ Mexico borderlands as the region that birthed the Mexican corrido (G. Hernández n.d.). Limón calls Paredes’s theory “persuasive and undogmatic … ” (Limón 1992: 18) and it is, indeed, a pioneering idea and significant intervention that proposes that the subordinate Mexicanos from Texas would provide the narrative forms that would be used to sing the stories of the Mexican Revolution.

      A cursory review of Chicano/a literary studies clearly reveals that the corrido is a paradigmatic musical intertext in Chicano/a literature. Scholars such as Ramón Saldívar, José Saldívar, and José Limón have proposed literary genealogies that acknowledge Américo Paredes’s influential book, With His Pistol in His Hand (1958) as a foundational text in this literary tradition. Paredes’s book functioned “to form a generation of poets, intellectuals, and artists” (Limón 1992: 62) since it “may be said to have invented the very possibility of a narrative community … ” (R. Saldívar 1990: 26). The validation of folklore and oral traditions as a precursor and master text from which Chicano literature would evolve was a central motivating challenge for the scholarly work of these three major Chicano critics, whose scholarly incursions into the corrido contested the elite literary models that privilege individual writing over popular orality. By acknowledging the role of the corrido as a collective narrative and as literature of resistance, these scholars successfully argued for the need for interdisciplinary thinking to understand the historical role that the corrido has had in the development of Chicano literature. José Saldívar, in particular, highlights the extra-disciplinary writing of Paredes as a model for future Chicano/a cultural studies (J.D. Saldívar 1997: 38). In this context, I want to recall Arlene Elder’s promotion of the concept of “orature” coined by the late Ugandan critic, Pio Zirimu, as a productive concept that allows critics to establish orality’s “traditional artistry as equal in complexity to literature” (1990: 1)

      In terms of gender analysis, the corrido has emerged as a foundational text in Chicano literature. If Paredes and Limón acknowledged that the duel and confrontation between two men, and the image of Gregorio Cortez “with his pistol in his hand,” were both icons that empowered the otherwise marginalized and disenfranchised Mexicanos in South Texas, it follows that the corrido has historically privileged the figure of the male bandit or outlaw as a hero. This construction of masculinity also entails traditional representations of the Mexicana as the Good and Terrible Mother, the Mother Goddess, the Lover and the Soldier, all archetypes that Maria Herrera-Sobek has convincingly documented in her book, The Mexican Corrido: A Feminist Analysis (1990: xix).

      Yet, as feminist Chicana literary critic Teresa McKenna argues, the role of the female in the corrido tradition cannot be reduced to “archetype” (Herrera-Sobek 1990) or to “androgynous possibility in her absence from the narrative” (Limón 1992: 186). In her 1994 article, “An Utterance More Pure than Word: Gender and the Corrido Tradition in Two Contemporary Chicano Poems,” McKenna contests the foundational patriarchal narratives of Ramón Saldívar and José Limón, and argues, through her own readings of Chicano and Chicana poetry, that female Chicana poets have written against the grain of the masculinist corrido tradition. In addition, the narcocorridos since the 1970s have also shifted some of these gender politics by making specific women protagonists and heroes of the drug-trafficking world, a gender shift that has informed the Telemundo production of the transnational telenovela La Reina del Sur, starring Kate del Castillo. Overall, the role of the corrido as precursor of Chicano literature and as a discursive site for a resistant, subaltern masculinity is central to our understanding of music and literature in the Mexican-American community.

      More recently, the narcocorrido has become the most popular type of corrido from northern Mexico that mythifies the lives and feats of drug lords and traffickers. In Sinaloa, a region central to drug production and smuggling, narcocorridos emerged since the 1970s, as new laws began to criminalize drug production and trafficking in Mexico. The traditional figure of the bandit outlaw is now the drug smuggler, the drug lord who lives outside the law, but who also serves as a benefactor to his local community. The scholarship of Luis Astorga, Luis Arias, and Juan Carlos Ramírez Pimentel, among others, explains the historical emergence of the narcocorrido and the role it plays as an oppositional discourse to the Mexican state’s official narratives about drug smuggling that exclusively criminalize drug trafficking. The Mexican government’s nationwide efforts to censor the playing of narcocorridos on the radio also evince the unidimensional approach of the state to these oppositional discourses. While it is true that many narcocorridos have been commissioned precisely by drug lords themselves, many others have been composed freely by local witnesses of drug-related feats and action. If the Mexican state criminalizes the various actors and players in the drug world, the narcocorrido differentiates among them.

      All historical variants of corridos reaffirm that the corrido emerged out of situations of “social conflict.” If in the nineteenth century this struggle was between Mexicanos and the Anglos, the latter mostly exemplified by the Texas Rangers, contemporary narcocorridos may emphasize the violence between the drug cartels and the state. The stories told by corrido singers usually represented the voice of the “illiterate” masses and the struggles of the local hero who was on the “losing side of the conflict” (Limón 1984: 24). This social dynamic has been evident in numerous corridos, from that of Gregorio Cortez to the narcocorridos, to the corridos composed and performed after electoral victories. This conflict leads to the praise of the Mexicano hero, to eulogies about his courage and valentía, and to the collective sense of empowerment of the community of listeners, as they identify and engage with the struggles of the ballad hero. The numerous references to the legendary figure of Jesús Malverde, a bandit who gave generously to the poor in early twentieth-century Mexico, attest to the almost sacred mythification of some of these heroes, otherwise defined as criminals by the state (Astorga 1997: 248; Arias and Fernández Velásquez 2009: 207–8). José Limón argues that corridos are oppositional also as a performance that “returns the dead to the living and to the politics of the present” (1992: 70–7), as Paredes achieves with the figure of Gregorio Cortez. Corridos remember the “violent deaths” of Mexican Americans (Limón 1992: 73) and thus have the potential to serve as counter-memory for the local communities who currently mourn the loss of so many youths who are killed by hate crimes, anti-immigrant groups, police, enemy gangs, or drive-by shootings.

      According to José Limón, performances of corridos framed the development of the Chicano Movement in the late 1960s in Austin, Texas, where he was an undergraduate. More specifically, the presence of the corrido as a poetic precursor to Chicano poetry is most evident in the “maleness” of early Chicano poetry (Limón 1992: 90), in the saliency of the long, epic poem and the need to engage in history. Mediated through Américo Paredes’s With His Pistol in His Hand, the corrido served as inspiration for emerging writers such as Tomás Rivera to take the pen and “document para siempre” (Limón 1992: 87) the lives and struggles of migrant workers in the United States. The corrido, “where the trope of high romance prevails” (Limón 1992: 103), laid the foundation for the romance narratives produced during the Chicano Movement.

      Limón’s readings of the poems of José Montoya, Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzáles, and Juan Gómez-Quiñones differ from other critics’ evaluation and judgment regarding each poet. Limón identifies the influence of the corrido as “absent images” in Montoya’s poems, “Los Vatos” (1969) and “El Louie” (1972), while José Saldívar writes that “this is a quite conscious transformation of the corrido” (Limón 1992: 106). Limón believes that Montoya’s poems are “diminished as sociopolitical statements in comparison to their precursor” (1992: 107) and judges this poetry “as failure” for not incorporating the Anglo-American modernist traditions into his writing, as Juan Gómez-Quiñones does, and for allowing the historical moment of cultural nationalism to prevent him from doing this (Limón 1992: 112). While “I am Joaquín” evinces a more “implicit acknowledgement of the corrido” (Limón 1992: 119), there are also key differences between this epic poem and the corrido tradition. While the “Joaquín” hero may be an echo of Joaquin Murrieta, the bandit figure so popular in his times and after his death, the poem itself is read as an “adolescent” text by Limón (1992: 129). Clearly, Limón privileges the more reflective historical element of Juan Gómez-Quiñones’s poem, “The Ballad of Billy Rivera,” from 1973, as the most salient example of the corrido-informed long poem during the 1970s. This poem, according to Limón, offers us a political history of the greater Mexican people in a broader totality, thus constituting a revisionary contribution to social struggle. It also highlights signifiers of race and class relations, while integrating the ideology of diverse forms and poetic traditions, from Whitman, to the corrido, to the maternal. The corrido, particularly evident in the final section of the poem, is at “the service of the present” (Limón 1992: 146). It is a “ballad to a dead nonhero that really is a ballad to a heroic community” (1992: 153). Limón’s readings of what is now canonical, Chicano poetry, represented in the early 1990s “new Chicano criticism” (1992: 167) that attempted to undo “the repression of folklore as serious literature” (1992: 155). In this sense, the scholarly efforts of José Limón, Ramón Saldívar and José Saldívar have been central in equalizing folklore and oral traditions with the literature written by Chicano/a authors.

      Yet the insistence on the “patriarchal” ideologies and “masculinity” of the corrido’s epic hero is quite intact, even in 1985, when Luis Valdez and El Teatro Campesino performed the revue Corridos, which began as a five-week workshop at El Teatro Campesino in 1982 to be later staged in San Francisco, and subsequently filmed as a one-hour video in 1987, heavily framed by machismo and the codes of love and respect. Showcasing 11 ballads from the 1865–1925 period, the street theater performativity of El Teatro Campesino missed the opportunity to contest these gender politics. It is not until Chicana feminist writers and scholars, such as Teresa McKenna and Helena María Viramontes, question, invert, and feminize the masculinist discourse of the corrido, that the patriarchy of this musical form begins to unravel in Chicano/a literature. While feminist scholar McKenna contests the patriarchal ideologies behind the foundational discourses about Paredes’s work, Viramontes’s short story “Neighbors” (in Viramontes 1985) reflects on the role of violence in Mexican-American urban neighborhoods in Los Angeles and feminizes the figure of Gregorio Cortez. In addition, Chicana singer Tish Hinojosa also appropriates corridos in the 1990s and feminizes them through her own rewritings, as José Saldívar (1997) documents.

      In her 1994 article mentioned above, McKenna proposes a comparative reading of Juan Gómez-Quiñones’s epic poem, “The Ballad of Billy Rivera” (1974) and Lorna Dee Cervantes’s “Visions of Mexico while at a writing symposium in Port Townsend, Washington” (1981). The feminist scholar offers a critical reading of these two texts to focus on the ways in which the manipulation of “gendered narrative voice” allows writers to “subvert the terms of the master narrative of Chicano/Mexicano history as constructed over time” (McKenna 1994: 186). She concludes that while Gómez-Quiñones’s poetic speaker expresses some ambiguity in terms of incorporating the feminine into his sociopolitical dilemma (1994: 188), thus resulting in “a rhetorical feminine” that only serves as “survival” (1994: 191), Lorna Dee Cervantes’s poetic voice establishes a “female tradition that counters the phallocentric when she reaches out back to uncover the legacy of her grandmother and mother” (1994: 193). The implications for this gendered distinction that McKenna proposes in 1994 are still evident in the gendered oppositions that Chicana poetry has established since Cervantes’s early poetry.

      Most significant, however, is McKenna’s larger critique of the foundational discourses that have uncritically reproduced the corrido’s patriarchy and masculinity as inherent to all Chicano literary production. I quote at length:


      
        [A]scribing figural status to the Texas border corrido narrative has elided differences in regional cultural production. This is not to mention the gloss over gender and class elements of an extremely heterogeneous population. This elision has resulted in an essentializing of Chicano collectivity for which the corrido, particularly in its Texas border form, has been constructed as a core narrative form. In this collectivity, female subjectivity has been invisible.

        (McKenna 1994: 194)

      

      
In her short story “Neighbors,” Helena Maria Viramontes enacts what JoAnn Pavletich and Margot Gayle Backus call “a series of fantastic and flamboyantly gendered transformations” (1994: 127) on the traditionally male hero of the corrido tradition. In a story that unveils a conflict between Aura, an elderly woman who is isolated from her community, the LAPD, and a gang called the Bixby Boys, Viramontes “significantly transforms the corrido both formally and thematically” (Pavletich and Backus 1994: 128). Critiquing Américo Paredes’s “uncritical stance of patriarchy,” Pavletich and Backus remind readers that “the corrido articulates masculinity with historical agency,” (1994: 132–3) and thus has placed opposition to the racist forces of the US legal system exclusively in the hands of men. The two critics call for a critique of the male hero in order to move forward. Thus, their feminist reading of “Neighbors” shows how Viramontes “complicates the synecdoche of Gregorio Cortez as the emblematic figure that stands for the Mexican American border community” (Pavletich and Backus 1994: 142). By replacing Cortez with Aura, who “belonged to a different time” (1994: 130), Viramontes rewrites Paredes’s foundational title to “With his pistol in HER hand.” The story reclaims the corrido but only to rewrite it within the context of urban violence in Chicano working-poor neighborhoods and within a feminist perspective that “offers a more heterogeneously gendered and classed moment of cultural/political resistance” (Pavletich and Backus 1994: 135).

    

    
      Afro-Caribbean rhythms and sounds in US Puerto Rican literature

      If in the Southwest Chicano/a poets were rewriting Mexican corridos and oral traditions, and critics framed these interartistic texts as inscriptions of social conflict, in New York and the East Coast, Nuyorican poets in the 1960s and 1970s were also reclaiming and rewriting orality in the urban streets of El Barrio, yet mostly reaffirming the rhythms and sounds of Afro-Caribbean popular music in their texts. Unlike the centrality of the corrido in Mexican-American literary criticism, Afro-Caribbean popular music embraces a diverse number of genres, forms, and rhythms that have circulated transnationally both in the Caribbean islands proper, as well as within their diasporic communities. This wide array of musical forms enriches the content as well as the aesthetics and style of Latino Caribbean writers. From the street voices of many Nuyorican poets, to the orality of the Cuban exile community in Roberto Fernández’s novels, to the framing role of the mambo in Oscar Hijuelos, Marta Moreno Vega, and Sandra María Esteves, to urban salsa music in Víctor Hernández Cruz, the intertexts of popular music in this group of US Latino/a writers are rich and still remain systematically unexamined. As I have summarized earlier, popular Latino music is embedded in Latino Caribbean literature at various levels: “as recreations of musical rhythms in words and verses; as a recurring background element in poems about El Barrio and about urban life in general; as references and dedications to Salsa musicians in which singers and composers are mythified as ‘cultural heroes;’ as images of knowledge, self-knowledge and acknowledgement” (Aparicio 1990: 48).

      Perhaps the most oral of Latino Caribbean writers is Nuyorican poet Tato Laviera. In a couple of recent interviews, Laviera has acknowledged the central role that music, orality, and voice have had in his poetic development. He stated: “My first thoughts are of sounds, music, and words associated with a place I used to go to every Sunday called Piñones” (quoted in Luis 1992: 1022). He also shares his strong, familial connection to the Afro-Puerto Rican music of Rafael Cortijo and Ismael Rivera, who used to work with Laviera’s father. Once Laviera arrived in New York in 1960, the declamadores and oral street poets in New York’s Puerto Rican neighborhoods had a major impact on the development of his poetic ear. He also recounts that he started writing poetry by changing the lyrics of songs by well-known Puerto Rican composers and interpreters. He also grew up “dentro de los ritmos pleneros caribeños de la bomba y la plena puertorriqueña que vienen del español pero tienen el negro al fondo de los ritmos [surrounded by the Caribbean rhythms of the Puerto Rican plena and bomba that come from Spanish but have the Black as background to those rhythms]” (Alvarez et al 2010: 36). The fact that the term “Nuyorican,” which earlier had been associated with New York City as an urban space, is now defined as “oral poetry” (Alvarez et al 2010: 35) reveals one of the ways in which poetry and politics converge in this literary tradition. For Nuyorican poets such as Miguel Algarín, Pedro Pietri, and Miguel Piñero, the orality and performative nature of their verses was intended not just to describe the everyday life of Puerto Ricans in New York, but to reclaim the authority and authorship of collective oral traditions and of popular music as a source for creativity. This was an issue of class and race that continues to be articulated in the spoken-word poetry movement since the 1980s.

      Now that Tato Laviera has gone blind due to complications with diabetes, he is more than ever an “earwitness” to the world around him and, particularly, to the Puerto Rican community in New York and the diaspora. He is a poet of sound, rhythms, and music. He beautifully integrates a celebratory tone of his blackness, culture, and class with a critical stance against those dominant institutions that render his people invisible and silent. As I have written before, Laviera’s poetic sources are found in oral traditions:


      
        Laviera has been called a “chronicler of life in El Barrio” and rightly so. His poetic language is not influenced by the written, academic tradition of poetry, but instead it is informed by popular culture, by the oral tradition of Puerto Rico and the Caribbean, and by the particular voices spoken and heard in El Barrio. Gossip, refrains, street language, idiomatic expressions, interjections, poetic declamation, and African Caribbean music such as salsa, rhumbas, mambos, sones and música jíbara (mountain music), are but some of the raw material with which Laviera constructs his poems. Though published in a written format, Laviera’s poetry is meant to be sung and recited.

        (Aparicio 1998: 3076–7)

      

      
The convergence of the oral and the printed word suggests that Laviera’s published poetry likewise engages in the dialectics between oral and written literacies as well as in those of tradition and modernity. Both of these binaries have been of central concern to US Latinos/as, for they have been deployed to subordinate them within the colonizing ideologies of dominant institutions such as schools and the government. Again, the dominant hierarchies that devalue oral traditions as too simplistic or not sophisticated enough and that privilege the written language as a superior mode of literacy, a legacy of the Western world, have led to the marginalization of racial, cultural, and linguistic minorities in the United States and to their erasure as sources of cultural and academic capital. In this context, Laviera’s poetry, like that of his predecessors in the Nuyorican Movement, attempts to reclaim, validate, and celebrate these oral traditions, thus giving them a public “voice.”

      Laviera’s intertextual deployment of Afro-Caribbean popular music and rhythms is clearly evident throughout all of his poetic works. From the third section of La Carreta Made a U-Turn (1979) entitled “El Nuevo Rumbón,” to his more recent poetic collection, Mixturao (2008), the rhythms of Puerto Rican bombas, plenas, Cuban guarachas and sones, and salsa music are woven into his poems and constitute an “ancestral matrix” for celebrating blackness as the racial identity of Caribbean peoples. These sounds, lyrics, and most significantly, rhythms serve to trigger a spiritual presence that holds healing powers for the dispossessed and marginal as well as for other readers/listeners. Poems in “El Nuevo Rumbón” reference the rumbas in the streets of New York and the songs of Ismael Rivera, for instance, as healing music for the community. While there is a sort of nostalgia for a communal sense and experience, this orality is used to make US Puerto Ricans more “fully human” and to challenge their invisibility in the media. Arnaldo Cruz-Malavé refers to Laviera’s style as “syncopated reaccentuation,” as a way of assimilating into hegemonic discourses without translating Latino difference. The term “AmeRícan” exemplifies this (2002: 14).

      Another US Puerto Rican poet, Víctor Hernández Cruz, has also integrated popular music into his poetry in significant ways. In “Salsa, Maracas and Baile: Latin Popular Music in the Poetry of Víctor Hernández Cruz,” I argued that the inscriptions of music and Afro-Caribbean rhythms are connected to the experience of moving and traveling across the city, use of drugs, and dancing in the late night, all of which remit the poetic I to an experience of self-recognition, “a vehicle for self-knowledge and acknowledgement” of oneself and of the authorship of the Puerto Rican community (Aparicio 1990: 49). Hernández Cruz’s deployment of traditional lyrics, such as “Put seeds into the maraca / So that it could sound” (By Lingual Wholes, 1982), illustrates the literal transpositions into English of Spanish lyrics (in this case, Cheo Feliciano’s “El ratón,” from the mid-1970s). Culling from a highly heterogeneous repertoire of music, from coplas jíbaras to Ray Barretto, from Cheo Feliciano to Latin jazz, from the Arab-derived la le lo lai to Latin boogaloo, Hernández Cruz’s poetic verses throughout his 40 years of writing attest to the ear of an urban poet who has been a continuous border-crosser in his life. In the section of Maraca entitled “Seeds (1996–2000),” Hernández Cruz pays homage to popular singers such as La Lupe, Machito, Miles Davis and even Frank Sinatra (2001: 246–96).

      A less studied musical intertext is that of the mambo in Latino/a Caribbean literature. Four very diverse authors have deployed the mambo as a structuring device in their prose and poetry. First, the more visible Mambo Kings Play Songs of Love (1989), by Cuban-American writer Oscar Hijuelos, tells the American Dream story about two brothers, César and Néstor, whose dreams of success as Cuban musicians in the United States never fully materialize. A highly eroticized novel of phallocentric desire and pleasure, Hijuelos’s narrative, unlike the story of his protagonists, did make it to Hollywood in the 1992 film The Mambo Kings, and was the recipient of the 1990 Pulitzer Prize. Hijuelos’s use of the Cuban mambos of the 1940s and 1950s serve as a narrative framework for his version of New York City at the time of the Palladium and of Latin jazz, Machito, and Tito Puente. It is tinged with the nostalgia of the old, pre-Castro Cuba to which so many Cuban exiles held on during and after their displacement from their country. Yet Hijuelos also critiques the very dominant narratives of the American Dream that inform our perspectives about immigrants and exiles in the United States.

      In contrast, Achy Obejas’s Memory Mambo (1996) also deploys the mambo as a musical genre in the social context of the Cuban exile, but with very different ideological purposes. Obejas’s novel is set in Chicago and it probes the power hierarchies in a Latina lesbian couple, Gina and Juani, as well as in the heterosexual relationships within the extended Cuban family. The mambo does not appear much within the narrative as content, but it definitely helps to structure the postmodern critique of memory in the Cuban exile generation represented by the figure of the father. Dancing, here, becomes a metaphor for the back and forth movements of remembering, history, and truth.

      Marta Moreno Vega and Sandra María Esteves, both Puerto Rican women writers from New York, structure a memoir and a poetry collection – When the Spirits Dance Mambo (Vega 2004) and Bluestown Mockingbird Mambo (Esteves 1990), respectively – through the metaphor of the mambo as a musical genre that informs the human, cultural, gendered, and spiritual development of themselves as women of color. Vega’s memoir of growing up in El Barrio during the 1950s foregrounds the central role of the elders in the healing of community members and in the reaffirmation of their cultural and racial identities. Dancing to mambos at El Palladium, as her brother usually did, was a cultural practice that serves as counter-memory to the eventual commercialization and globalization of these rhythms. Through the figure of the abuela, a spiritual curandera in the neighborhood, Vega connects the meanings of the rhythms, the drumming, and the sounds to the potential healing of individuals and communities. This is precisely the redeeming value that dancing to mambo represents in Sandra María Esteves’s two poems, “Mambo Love Poem” and “Resurrections,” in which the Nuyorican poet equates the experience of popular dancing to a spiritual, healing, and purifying experience. In both Vega’s and Esteves’s texts, the mambo serves as a metaphor that reaffirms and reclaims the local and positive meanings of a music and dance resignified by globalization and no longer associated with the New York, Afro-Caribbean working-class communities.

      To conclude, emerging writers and scholars continue to probe the diverse meanings of popular music and rhythms as an intertextual presence in US Latino/a literature. For instance, US Colombian writer Patricia Engel, in “Cielito Lindo” (2010), echoes the Mexican ranchera music, which has become an icon of Mexicanness, to highlight the ironies of infidelity and commitment in heterosexual relationships. This deployment suggests the trans-Latino use of one national song by a writer of another group, as well as the gendered meanings of the song and its applicability to a literary story about the failures of love. Given the gradual national diversification of US Latino/a writers, these trans-Latino/a references may be on the increase. Finally, Chicana scholar Micaela Díaz Sánchez’s research on Afro-Chicana diaspora aesthetics in drama and theater exemplifies current directions among younger scholars of engaging in comparative racial and ethnic analysis that illuminates the border-crossing and transculturative processes behind artistic and cultural productions.

      The diversification of the US Latino/a community in terms of its national and cultural identities has clearly informed the repertoire of oral traditions, folklore, and popular music that is inscribed within Latino/a literature. We will see an increasing presence of Colombian cumbias, of Argentinian tangos and milongas, of Peruvian chicha music. In terms of generational identities, Pilar’s references to punk music in Cristina García’s Dreaming in Cuban index the social and stylistic urban identifications of a second-generation Cuban-American young woman living in the East Coast. Likewise, Chicana lesbian writer Terri de la Peña’s 1994 novel, Latin Satins, inscribes lesbian and oppositional song lyrics of blues, Mexican-American rock, and Mexican music inside the narrative about the members of a lesbian Chicana band, thus expanding the central role that the corrido has had on Chicano/a literature.

      This review of the intertextual presence of music and orality in US Latino/a literature clearly shows that national and cultural repertoires have informed the forging of poetic voices, styles, sounds, and rhythms that each writer accesses as a political reclaiming of a tradition. As US Latino/a literature cements its own written traditions, and as writers continue to become increasingly professionalized, it will be interesting to revisit this intertextuality and to ascertain whether popular music and folkloric oral traditions still function as a prevalent presence in this literary corpus. As the Latino/a population becomes increasingly diverse in terms of national origins, it is also likely that emerging writers from these communities will add their own oral traditions to the ever-growing body of Latino/a literature written in and from the United States, thus expanding the dominant musical repertoires of Mexican-American and Latino Caribbean communities.
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SPIRITUALITY

    
      Theresa Delgadillo
    

    
      In his introduction to the anthology Boricuas: Influential Puerto Rican Writings – An Anthology (1995), Roberto Santiago repeatedly mentions his schooling in Christianity, in both public and private schools, juxtaposing it to the kinds of discrimination and injustice that were typically accepted in his childhood educational environs:


      
        In New York City I attended Xavier High School, an all boys, semi-military school run by the Jesuits. There, the priests taught me about patriotism, Christian values, and the military. I was shown a flag, told that I was an American, and that I should love my country and die for it. Then I was shown a crucifix and told I should turn the other cheek when faced with injustice. Finally, they told me that I was a Son of Xavier, that I belonged. But out in the halls I was called “nigger” and “spic” by the white boys who attended the school. And the Jesuits just looked the other way.

        (Santiago 1995: xv)

      

      
How religious training figures in his autobiographical account of searching to define his Puerto Rican identity is telling in that it becomes a narrative counterpoint to his eventual realization, and assertion that “We are still a people reclaiming our multi-racial identity” (Santiago 1995: xx). In Santiago’s narrative, religion is tied up with national, racial, and ethnic identities and histories, and Christianity, as it turns out, is only one piece of the spiritual inheritance of Puerto Ricans that, as the many Puerto Rican writers in this volume note, includes Arawak and Taino worldviews, African cosmologies, and Judaism – all belief and knowledge systems associated with the multiple racial and ethnic groups that fused together to create the Puerto Rican people. Santiago’s essay, therefore, highlights some of the key issues in considering spirituality in Latino/a literature, namely the significance of multiple spiritual traditions; the links between spirituality and racial, ethnic, national, and I would add, gender and sexual identities; the predominance of Christianity and especially Catholicism in representations of religion in Latino/a literature alongside strong critiques of religiosity and/or institutional religion in this literature; and an abiding concern with the values, codes, and credos by which one can achieve greater social justice. Religion in Latino/a literature is multifaceted, and this is true for every
subgroup of Latino/a literature, whether Puerto Rican, Chicano/a, Central American, Cuban-American, or Dominican, and for every genre of Latino/a literature. This chapter, focusing primarily on fiction, with some discussions of poetry, autobiography and memoir, drama, and creative non-fiction, adopts a comparative framework for exploring key issues in Latino/a literature’s representation of religion.

    

    
      Latino/a literature’s representation of religion: Changing themes for changing times

      Latino/a literature’s treatment of religion has shifted over time. In the twentieth and into the twenty-first century, we can identify distinct periods in the literature’s representation of religion, spirituality, and/or other worldviews that might best be discussed through the already dominant temporal framework of the decade and century. This essay proposes four different moments in an unconventional chronology of spirituality in Latino/a literature, with the first beginning in the 1960s and continuing through the 1970s, dominated by texts that overtly wrestle with religion ideologically and culturally; the second takes us back to the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries with the late twentieth century rediscovery and republication, and in some cases first publication, of Latino/a literatures from earlier eras wherein religion constitutes an aspect of traditional ethnic and racial identity under contestation; the third moment falls in the 1980s and 1990s, when literature by women predominates and renegotiations of the spiritual form a key part in eliminating gender and sexual inequalities; and, finally, a fourth moment emerges in the new millennium characterized by new literary explorations of both non-Western worldviews and the historical formation of Western religiosities that often prominently feature female healers. In honor of the work of Latino/a writers on religion, this unconventional chronology reminds us of the significance of contemporary knowledge projects in illuminating gaps and generating new canons and models for understanding literature and religion. In tandem with this unique diachronic process, this essay will trace the shifts in Latino/a literature’s engagement with non-Western worldviews and spiritualities throughout each of these four periods.

      In the 1960s and 1970s, which was an era of renewed attention to Latino/a creativity, Latino/a literature often addressed discrimination, civil rights, substandard wages and working conditions, environmental destruction, and forced Americanization in the lives of fictional Latino/a characters or poetic personae, and it also frequently imagined religion as an aspect of a traditional, stereotypical, and therefore, submissive and disempowering social location. This approach to religion was a part of a protest ethos in Latino/a literature that mirrored the prominent social movements of the time, including actions against the war in Vietnam and in support of anti-colonial and revolutionary struggles, and challenged authority on many levels, often including already existing Latino/a social, civic, and civil rights organizations. Latino/a literature did not merely reflect popular social concerns, however, but became an arena for the exploration of the inter- and intra-cultural critique that formed part of the era’s discourse; that is, it participated in rather than merely reflected the debates of this era. The themes of cultural re-evaluation that prevailed in Latino/a literature of the 1960s and 1970s included a consideration of religion in the formation of Latino/a subjectivities and communities as well as its bearing on the struggle against marginalization.

      As Juan Bruce-Novoa observed in a brief but informative discussion of religion in early Chicano novels: “With society unsettled, one might well expect Chicanos to seek refuge in their traditional religious beliefs, but the novels seriously challenge that supposed faith” (Bruce-Novoa 1980: 25). He notes that novels by José Antonio Villarreal, Rudolfo Anaya, Tomás Rivera, Rolando Hinojosa, and John Rechy, mostly published in the early to mid-1970s, expose arrogant religious clergy, a repressive Catholic Church riddled with hypocrisy, and an institution whose sacraments are no longer effective. This early critique of Catholicism joined the discourse of social change then predominant, as Bruce-Nova suggests: “As for many Chicano writers, religion is for Rechy another of society’s controlling agents for the perpetuation of mainstream mores; it can offer little in the line of an alternative to the society it serves” (Bruce-Novoa 1980: 27).

      The literary critique of religiosity existed side-by-side with Latino/a efforts against discrimination within religious denominations and Latino/a social and political movements for equality and opportunity that questioned religious ideologies. Moisés Sandoval suggests that policies such as the prohibition of Spanish-language services, tolerance for racism and segregation, and lack of Latino/a incorporation into Church leadership were among the reasons why, in this era, “the Church itself became one target of the Movimiento” (Sandoval 1993: 96). Marxist ideas of class struggle and change circulating in activist circles in this period also influenced Latino/a critiques of religiosity, as did emerging interests in pre-colonial spiritualities and the articulation of liberation theology. Finally, religion also came under scrutiny by newly visible Latina feminist organizations and publications, which began, in the 1960s and 1970s, to address the intersections of religion, gender, and sexuality.

      Latino/a literature of the 1960s and 1970s, often male-authored, addressed many of these questions in depictions of young Latino/a men struggling against marginalization. José Antonio Villarreal’s Pocho (1959) features a young man who identifies progress with Americanization and assimilation that requires him to cast off an ethnic identity that also encompasses a religious one, represented by his mother. Raymond Barrio’s The Plum Plum Pickers (1969) focuses on young farmworkers involved in struggles for greater dignity and equality who reject the religiously linked passivism of an older generation, and what they see as the ineffectual religion of older women, in favor of more aggressive direct action. In Tomás Rivera’s … And the Earth Did Not Devour Him (1971), the boy/man protagonist questions the religious discourses and practices, often attributed to female characters, which appear to underwrite the fragmentation, isolation and exploitation of Chicanos/as. Pedro Pietri’s long poem “Puerto Rican Obituary” (1973) critically compares the widespread promotion of individualist and bourgeois yearnings propped up by dominant religious ideologies with self-love and pride that is undermined by colonially imposed religiosities. The speaker wishes that Puerto Ricans could “make their latino souls / the only religion of their race” (del Rio 2001: 450). Oscar Zeta Acosta’s memoir of Chicano activism, The Revolt of the Cockroach People (1973), strongly critiques the institutional Church as elitist, racist, and insufficiently involved in movements for social justice in contrast to the new kinds of militancy that Acosta and his cohorts practice. In the autobiography Down These Mean Streets (1967), Puerto Rican author Piri Thomas contrasts the passive religiosity and unwillingness to challenge racism among the women he loves with the redemption he finds in discovering a more masculine Christianity in prison. Thomas describes his mother as someone who “wanted us to care for the white man. … That’s what dear, sweet Jesus does for our people” (Thomas 1967: 134) with the religious self-pride he gains through study with black Muslims: “I never forgot one thing that Muhammad said, for I believed it too: ‘No matter a man’s color or race, he has need of dignity and he’ll go anywhere, become anything, or do anything to get it” (Thomas 1967: 297). In taking up the exclusion of Latinos/as in the US as a key theme, Latino/a literature of the 1960s and 1970s critiques religion’s role in the production of subordinate subjectivities among Latinos/as and in the maintenance of exclusionary structures. The treatment of religion in each of these works merits greater discussion and scrutiny, yet we can identify in it a trend toward portraying religion as a false and passive consciousness as well as a negative, female gendered practice.

    

    
      Earlier Latino/a literature

      In the 1980s, scholars of Latino/a literature began to explore and publish the work of nineteenth and early twentieth century Latino/a authors who were precursors to contemporary Latino/a literature. Much of the literary production of these earlier Latino/a writers has only become known to contemporary audiences through the concerted efforts of a wide range of scholars in Latino/a literature who have made known the many novels, stories, poems, and creative non-fiction produced by Mexican-Americans, Puerto Ricans, and Cuban-Americans writing in earlier eras for ethnic communities, regional audiences, and in some cases, national readerships. The treatment of religion in these works varies, from what Amy Doherty suggests is an investment in winning appreciation for Mexican culture yet also subtly critiquing passive religiosity in the early twentieth century stories of María Cristina Mena (Doherty 1997: xxv–xxvi) to the way that a largely unspoken religiosity undergirds the moral sense and cultural values voiced in María Amparo Ruiz de Burton’s 1885 novel, The Squatter and the Don (1992). Further work in exploring Latino/a literature’s seemingly ambiguous relationship to religion in these earlier periods, where Latino/a authors negotiated the complexities of self-representation with limited opportunities for publication, awaits a new generation of scholars.

    

    
      Feminist spiritual imaginaries

      In the decades since the 1980s, religion, spirituality, and/or indigenous worldviews appear more frequently in Latino/a literature as essential to personal and communal wellbeing, but these are also figured as frameworks in need of re-imagination or revision. A strong interest in the feminine divine emerges in works of this period, especially that written by women, where a strong feminist critical engagement with religious institutions and spiritual traditions has predominated. Sandra Cisneros’s Woman Hollering Creek and Other Stories (1991) presents female characters who imaginatively renegotiate their relationship to religious traditions and ideas, such as Chayo in “Little Miracles, Kept Promises,” who recuperates the indigenous goddess Tonantzin and the power she represents in the figure of Guadalupe, or the anonymous narrator of “Anguiano Religious Articles,” whose ruminations about the saints are proscribed by the male store owner. Denise Chávez’s Face of an Angel (1994), an epic story of one working-class character’s life as spiritual journey, chronicles its protagonist’s shift from unquestioning and obedient female Catholic subject to critical spiritual maturity. Graciela Limón’s protagonist in Song of the Hummingbird (1996) is an Aztec woman descended from nobility, Huitzitzilin, who, ostensibly offering a last confession in 1583, recounts her life under Aztec rule and Spanish conquest, voicing a strong feminist critique of both Aztec and Catholic religious patriarchies. Today, these topics are of equal concern to male writers and we see Latino/a literature across the board (that is, among literatures of all ethnicities included under the Latino/a umbrella – Puerto Rican, Chicano, Dominican, Salvadoran, Cuban) addressing the multiple sources of Latino/a worldviews.

    

    
      Female healers and spiritual leaders

      A new trend has surfaced in the twenty-first century: preoccupation with the female healer, saint, shaman, clairvoyant, or visionary. This feature of Latino/a literature in the current century is matched by what appears to be a decline, in comparison to the twentieth century, in the representation of male religious authority. In Latino/a fiction published between 2000 and 2010, women repeatedly appear as spiritual heroines. Alicia Gaspar de Alba’s novel Calligraphy of the Witch (2007) portrays Concepción Benavidez, an illegitimate mestiza daughter of mixed-race background sold into servitude in New England as the Salem witch trials develop. Concepción’s hybrid spirituality (Catholicism and indigenous worldviews) soon becomes a convenient rationale for targeting her in the spreading witch hunt, and she suffers the loss of her family, trial for witchcraft, humiliation, and horrific incarceration, before she finally achieves any justice. Luis Urrea’s The Hummingbird’s Daughter (2005), also a historical fiction, retells the life story of the well-known healer of the borderlands, Teresa Urrea, popularly known as Santa Teresa de Cabora. In The Hummingbird’s Daughter, readers learn how the poor and illegitimate Teresa, under the tutelage of native healers, develops her gifts as a healer and becomes a force in defense of Yaqui and Mayo peoples resisting the Mexican Army’s attempts to displace them. The novel imagines an intrepid, fierce, confident character with a spiritual calling whose schooling in native healing and worldviews stands in contrast to Western gender norms and religiosities. Both competing worldviews of the land and the land itself are at stake in this fictional recreation of a long-lost story of women’s spiritual leadership. Julia Alvarez’s novel Saving the World (2006), in a narrative that alternates between the Spanish colonial era effort to eradicate chicken pox and present-day benevolent efforts to minister to the needs of the poor in the Dominican Republic, features strong female protagonists in each era: Doña Isabel and Alma Huebner respectively. The text reveals compassionate and spiritually motivated characters that are also skeptical, pragmatic, self-possessed, and desiring subjects. Alvarez’s novel thereby undercuts the glorification of female sacrifice so common in religious narratives of women’s lives. Marta Moreno Vega’s memoir When the Spirits Dance Mambo (2004) vividly recounts the narrator’s experience of her abuela’s spiritual devotion to the “Indian, Yoruban and Congo spirits of old” (Vega 2004: 8), linking her memories of sacred moments in ritual prayer and cleansings to her gradual recognition of her place in a larger African diaspora culture present in popular Puerto Rican musical and dance forms as well as in African-American peoples and culture. The divide between sacred and profane begins to collapse in Vega’s narrative as she moves from witnessing her abuela’s dance and music in sacred ritual and joining her brother and his friends in dancing the mambo and enjoying the music of Machito, Celia Cruz, and Tito Puente, increasingly aware of how the elements of the music, bodily movement, and lyrics invoke sacred imaginaries and diasporan cultures. Vega’s abuela emerges as a strong spiritual and cultural guide in this remembrance and stands in contrast to a more normative, church-centered religiosity.

      In addition to their distinction from earlier Latino/a literature, we might consider these more recent depictions of Latino/a spirituality from the perspective of their resemblance to early Christian hagiography, which, as Jodi Bilinkoff notes, circulated widely among ordinary people both orally and written in vernacular languages (Bilinkoff 2003: xviii–xix), or from the framework of ever-evolving changes in the religious and spiritual landscape of the US and the Americas. From the perspective of hagiography, what do these fictions uphold as ideals or ideal behaviors? I would like to suggest that contemporary Latino/a fiction reconfigures the space of the sacred, emphasizes hybrid spirituality, reframes gender norms and remembers historical women spiritual leaders. Extra-institutional settings for religious practice or community abound in these works in ways that valorize local spaces as sites for the sacred – botánicas, mountain caves, huts, fields, the hold of a ship, an ordinary wall become places of spiritual communion. Strict adherence to one creed – as in the Salem witch trials – is replaced by openness to hybrid spirituality, to learning from varied worldviews and traditions. Indigenous and African worldviews as well as Western and Eastern religious traditions interact or coexist in this literature, highlighting the complexity of Latino/a spiritual inheritances.

      Yet another framework for considering the changes over time in Latino/a literature about spirituality is the context of social and cultural change over the past two centuries. The role that religion has played in individual, family, and social life has not remained static over time, nor have material religious cultures or the philosophies and theologies of religion. We change. Colleen McDannell’s examination, in Material Christianity (1998), of the correlation between the alterations in the physical and material representation of Jesus in US homes and changing social mores, particularly mores about gender, shows how subtly those changes can occur over time. In an earlier era, following Charlene Black, “changing textual and iconographic depictions of St. Joseph, from a doddering old man and peripheral figure to a virile young man, a strong and skilled carpenter who played a central role in the upbringing of Jesus, his ‘stepson’” reflected the emerging desire to increase the authority of fathers in nuclear families (Bilinkoff 2003: xix). Religion intersects with other aspects of our selves and societies; therefore, Latino/a literature’s varied approaches to spirituality speak to the multiple aspects of Latino/a being as these also shift over time.

    

    
      Indigenous and African worldviews in Latino/a representations of spirituality

      While we can say that one of the prevailing characteristics of Latino/a literature in the 1960s and 1970s is a critique of religion as false consciousness, this description does not account for all Latino/a representations of religion in that era. The assertion of Latino/a identity and movement also opened up in the literature of the era new references, recuperations, and rediscoveries of indigenous and African worldviews as well as Western and Eastern religiosities that have circulated in the Americas for centuries. As Margarite Fernández Olmos and Lizabeth Paravisini-Gebert suggest in and Estella Portillo TramblSacred Possessions: Voudou, Santería, Obeah, and the Caribbean, Afro-Latin American spiritual traditions embody a conflicted cultural, social, and political history that is completely enmeshed with religious ideology and worldview (1997: 2). These are, therefore, not merely anthropological markers of Latino/a cultures, but discourses available to Latino/a writers as they worked to create contemporary Latino/a identities.

      Important works in this vein in the 1960s and 1970s include Rudolfo Anaya’s novel Bless Me, Ultima (1972) and Estella Portillo Trambley’s Rain of Scorpions and Other Stories (1975). Similar to the literature discussed earlier, in setting, plot, characters, and theme, these narratives are about being in a transitional moment from the past to the future that involves a reconsideration of cultural and religious inheritances. In Portillo Trambley’s collection, characters tied to dominant institutional religions often appear to be either ineffectual or intolerant and ignorant of other spiritualities. Both texts, however, portray characters molded by and respectful of fictionalized indigenous worldviews in contrast to the more dominant Western religiosities. Chicano/a writers Anaya and Portillo Trambley suggest a different kind of critique than that of most Latino/a authors in this period in that they draw upon alternative and indigenous worldviews in their fictions, yet they create imagined new spiritualities that appear to draw from several different traditions rather than presenting fictional portrayals of existing worldviews. Another approach in this period appears in Puerto Rican writer Víctor Hernández Cruz’s 1973 poem “African Things,” collected in Maraca: New and Selected Poems 1965–2000, which can be seen as giving voice to a desire for reclamation of African spiritualities among other “African Things”: “dance & tell me black african things / I know you know” (Hernández Cruz 2001: 65). Scholars have commented on the overly romantic or idealized portrayals of non-Western spiritualities in these works, but the expansive views of Latino/a religiosities and cultures that begin to emerge in these works remain of interest to scholars of religion in Latino/a literature.

      The early interest in the multiple sources of Latino/a spirituality that we see in the above work grows dramatically in Latino/a literature of the 1980s and beyond, where it becomes significant to thinking about ethnic, racial, and national formations as well as gender and sexuality, but also becomes a node in philosophical and ethical inquiry. Chicana writer Gloria Anzaldúa’s multi-genre autohisteoría, a critical kind of life-writing about one’s membership in a collective that is also theorizing about that life and collectivity, Borderlands/La Frontera (1987) makes a groundbreaking contribution by theorizing the process of spiritual change in a historically religiously polyphonic Latino/a context which she names “spiritual mestizaje” (Delgadillo 2011: 1–2). Her essays, memoirs and poetry explore the importance of this history and process in Latino/a lives. Getting Home Alive (1986) by Aurora Levins Morales and Rosario Morales, another multi-genre work, enacts a reckoning with the varied cultural and spiritual traditions that inform their Puerto Rican and mixed race identities and lives. This work closely aligns itself with Anzaldúa’s project in Borderlands/La Frontera by titling the first section of the memoir “Living in the Borderlands” and quoting Anzaldúa’s poetry from the then forthcoming book in its opening pages: “To live in the Borderlands means / the mill with the razor sharp teeth / wants to shred off your olive-red skin / crush out the kernel, your heart” (cited in Levins Morales and Morales 1986: 14). Getting Home Alive thereby adopts Anzaldúa’s view of spiritual mestizaje for women of color communities more generally as it also chronicles a uniquely Puerto Rican process of spiritual transformation.

      Afro Latino/a spiritual traditions that appear in Latino/a literature include Santería, Vodou, and Palo Mayombé, which are hybrid fusions of African spiritual systems with Roman Catholicism. Indigenous worldviews represented in literature range from those attributed to Taino, Arawak, and Siboney peoples in the Caribbean, to the Mayans and Aztecs in Mexico and Central America, to Apache, Tarahumara, Navajo, Mayo, and Yaqui nations in the Southwestern US, among others. Alternative spiritual systems such as Espiritismo or Mesa Blanca as well as curanderismo, also appear in this literature, alongside portrayals of more well-known religious denominations such as Catholicism, Lutheranism, Methodism, Seventh Day Adventism, Judaism, and others. In more recent literature, Buddhism appears frequently – as its influence spreads. Cristina García’s work suggests the significance of Santería and Catholicism in Cuban and Cuban-American lives in her work Dreaming in Cuban (1992), which focuses on the distinct relationships to the island and its history and culture among three generations of Cuban heritage women. In the novel, Santería exists on the margins of both US and Cuban societies, yet represents the “real Cuba,” denied to both children of exiles and unseeing island inhabitants. García’s work positions Santería as a Cuban-American cultural inheritance. Junot Díaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao (2007), an epic story of love, violence, family, and friendship under dictatorship, unfolds as a “counterspell” against the colonial and neocolonial savagery it portrays, incorporating spells, curses, home remedies, alternative spiritualities, and prayer gatherings among the actions its characters employ in the struggle to survive. Although Puerto Rican, Dominican-American, and Cuban-American literatures generally cite African diasporan spiritualities more frequently than indigenous worldviews, while Chicano/a, Salvadoran-American, or Peruvian-American literatures, for example, cite indigenous worldviews more often that African diasporan religiosities, these distinctions appear to be blurring in more recent texts as greater awareness develops about the multiple spiritual inheritances of the Americas.

    

    
      Place, identity and worldview in Latino/a fiction about spirituality

      Sites of worship, spiritual encounter, or sacred purpose that appear in Latino/a literature include private homes, churches, caves, mountains, botánicas, collective gatherings, and more. The botánica, a spiritual center often associated with Afro-Latino/a and alternative spiritual systems, has become ever more visible in the US as the Latino/a population has grown and new Latino/a communities are created. For some, these shops are a strong sign of transnational communities where homeland practices thrive (Polk 2004: 18, 20). The botánica makes a seemingly innocuous appearance as part of the neighborhood and culture in Cuban-American writer Achy Obejas’s short story “Forever” (1994), set in Chicago: “I found it at El Talismán, that little place on Lawrence. I wasn’t really looking for anything, you know, but I just about fell over when I saw a siete potencias with Indians” (Obejas 1994: 102). Yet, even here, its mention carries greater weight in the context of a story about a lesbian Latina character’s troubles in finding love, community, self. Chicano writer Alex Espinoza’s Still Water Saints (2007), set in southern California, centers on the character of Perla Portillo, owner of the Botánica Oshún and longtime medium/healer in the fictional town of Agua Mansa. Schooled in healing by a spiritual counselor raised in both Lucumí/Santería and Catholic religious traditions, Perla’s ministry brings her face-to-face with the dangerous and dire conditions of contemporary life on the U.S.-Mexico border.

      Latino/a fictions that take up non-Western worldviews are many, and how fiction represents these perspectives and practices range from subtle allusion to structural principle to central themes and characters. Chicano writer Arturo Islas’s The Rain God (1984) takes its name from a line of an ancient Nahuatl poem by Netzahualcóyotl, invoking a long history of belonging to as well as dispossession from the deserts and mountains of what is now the US Southwest. In this novel about a sick and dying narrator recalling the fractures in his Mexican-American family, that belonging has a sacred dimension that endows some characters with particular gifts, yet the complexity of the legacy that the novel addresses challenges any simple assumptions about the meaning of its indigenous allusions. Half of Judith Ortiz Cofer’s novel The Line of the Sun (1989) is vividly set in Puerto Rico of the early twentieth century and is infused with Mesa Blanca and Spiritist traditions that appear to be intimately linked to the landscape of Puerto Rico, while the second half of the novel takes place in the urban north of New Jersey and New York in the 1950s and 1960s where traditional Catholicism predominates, along with skepticism about those “other” Puerto Rican spiritual traditions.

      Throughout Latino/a literature of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries we can see the awareness that, as Stefano Varese notes, “indigenous systems of knowledge are deeply rooted in the land, in the community, in the culturally concrete and socially constructed places, places with ancient names and histories, landscapes of millenary dialogues between humans, animals, plants, soils, water, rocks, winds, and stars” (quoted in Poblete 2003: 149). The strength of the connection between worldview, place, self, and community becomes evident in work such as Chicana writer Kathleen Alcalá’s historical fictions Spirits of the Ordinary (1997) and The Flower in the Skull (1998), both set in the borderlands and prominently featuring Tarahumara and Opata characters struggling against the loss of world wrought by dispossession. Zacarías, the Mexican Crypto Jewish prospector character who emerges at the center of a pan-Indian revival, responds to Native American self-naming and stories with joy: “pleased to hear that they were called something besides The People, or God’s Chosen People, which almost every group he had ever met called themselves. … ‘You are the ones,’ said Zacarías, ‘who know and understand’” (Alcalá 1998: 181). Alcalá’s fiction richly conveys a borderland of multiple, and competing, spiritualities, including Crypto Jewish and Christian beliefs. Ana Castillo’s So Far from God (1994), which focuses on a single mother and her four daughters in contemporary New Mexico beset by the kinds of violence against women that are routinely accepted in our society, presents both indigenous and mestizo characters whose systems of knowledge and sense of the sacred remain firmly tied to the particular spaces of New Mexico. In a scene that epitomizes the continuation of indigenous knowledge, the people of Acoma emerge from their homes having heard the call of Tsichtinako, knowing “it was the voice of the Invisible One who had nourished the first two humans, who were also both female, although no one had heard it in a long time and some had never heard it before. But all still knew who It was” (Castillo 1994c: 211). More recently, Latino/a fictions that center on contemporary wars against indigenous peoples in Guatemala and Peru appear to emphasize reflection upon the place of religious systems and worldviews in conflict rather more than descriptions or representations of indigenous worldviews, including Daniel Alarcón’s Lost City Radio (2007) and Sylvia Sellers-García’s When the Ground Turns in Its Sleep (2007).

      As religious studies scholars have frequently observed, home-centered religious traditions or popular religiosity predominate in many Latino/a groups in contrast to institutionally centered worship and practice (Díaz-Stevens and Stevens-Arroyo 1998: 90). This has long been viewed as the result of several factors: the historical legacy of the Spanish colonial inability to populate conquered territories with sufficient clergy, the resistance of native peoples that made clerical appointments dangerous, and the institutional affiliations between Church and repressive states that colored attitudes toward the institutional Church (Díaz-Stevens and Stevens-Arroyo 1998: 92–6). These explanations all rely on one side of the picture: the Church. However, perhaps further research on non-Western worldviews and spiritualities, as these have interfaced with more dominant Christian traditions, will also shed light on non-Western sources for the phenomenon of home-centered spiritual traditions and practices, and the representation of these in Latino/a literature.

      Interest in the multiple sources of Latino/a worldviews, spiritual practices, and beliefs has gradually grown in recent decades, as has the sophistication of our apprehension of these phenomena. We have moved from the stereotypical assumption that all Latinos/as are Catholic to the recognition of syncretic religiosities to greater recognition of divergent religiosities, spiritual contradictions, and the emergence of new spiritual forms, practices, and communities as these intersect with other aspects of Latino/a identity, such as ethnicity, race, gender, and sexuality. Scholars of both Latino/a religions and spirituality in Latino/a literature are expanding our knowledge and understanding of Latino/a literature’s treatment of this topic. The representation of hybrid spirituality in Latino/a texts does not, therefore, simply mark the text as Latino/a but becomes an aspect of imagining Latinos/as today in ways that allow us to see ourselves and our relation to others in new ways. Latino/a literature’s engagement with spirituality has also always mirrored the uniquely transnational characteristics of this population, and this is even more true in the recent prose and poetry of new generations of Latino/a writers.
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CULINARY ENCOUNTERS IN LATINO/A LITERATURE

    
      Meredith E. Abarca
    

    
      Puerto Rican writer Esmeralda Santiago expresses her transcultural latinidad through childhood memories of savoring perfectly ripe guavas gathered from the fields in the Island and an adulthood reality of store bought apples and pears in New York. She writes in When I Was Puerto Rican: A Memoir:


      
        Today, I stand before a stack of dark green guavas, each perfectly round and hard, each $1.59. The one in my hand is tempting. It smells faintly of late summer afternoons and hopscotch under the mango tree. But this is autumn in New York, and I’m no longer a child. … The guava joins its sisters under the harsh fluorescent lights of the exotic fruit display. I push my cart away, towards the apples and pears of my adulthood, their nearly seedless ripeness predictable and bittersweet.

        (Santiago 1993: 14)

      

      
Guavas still mark part of herself, but in New York, eating guavas has nothing to do with mastering the art of eating with the seasons and the free spirit of childhood. Guavas, like many women of Latin America – as another Puerto Rican writer, Judith Ortiz Cofer argues – are labeled exotic. Advertisers, asserts Cofer, regularly use adjectives such as “sizzling” and “smoldering” to describe both foods and Latin American women (Cofer 2005: 111). The exotic labeling of guavas diminishes but does not erase Santiago’s childhood experiences, which interconnect and inform her adulthood realities, as the trilogy of her memoirs so explicitly demonstrates: When I Was Puerto Rican (1993), Almost a Woman (1999), and The Turkish Lover (2004).

      When food anchors identity politics, the focus shifts from abstract discourses to concrete realities. Claude Fischler, in “Food, Self and Identity,” argues that issues “of identity only arise when identity is disturbed.” He claims that it is our modern food system that feeds our current identity crisis, which is manifested at four levels. The first occurs because the modern eater is “merely a consumer,” without knowledge of the history and origins of the food they consume. Second, “traditional culinary systems, which connect nature, food and community, have been considerably eroded by economic and technical changes.” Third, “modern food is less and less identifiable by its consistency, flavor, smell and texture.” Finally, food technology’s power is such that its processes tend “to mask, imitate, and transform ‘nature’ or ‘traditional’ products” with “reconstituted proteins [and] artificial flavors” (Fischler 1988: 289). The basis of Fischler’s claims derives from two grounding arguments within food studies. One is that food’s production, consumption, and distribution influence and define people’s cultures (Pilcher 1998; Fernández-Armesto 2002; Mantanari 2006). Second, the current monopoly within the food system, from companies such as Monsanto, promotes a global mono-culture that translates into homogeneity by destroying bio-diversity, which stresses heterogeneity (Shiva 2000; Nestel 2002; Pollan 2006; Nabhan 2009).

      To taste the flavors of a different form of identity construction that addresses and tries to resolve a modern-day identity crisis, food in US Latino/a literature needs a multifaceted analytical method that simultaneously answers an array of questions: What foods are often mentioned? What is their symbolic significance? What do they communicate about geopolitics? What ritual, spiritual, and religious implications do certain foods entail? What is their history? How does food’s history circumscribe a person’s ethnic, cultural, national, transnational, and, most of all, familial identity? In an effort to address such questions, the paradigm I use and offer here is what I call a holistic culinary approach. Such process underscores that the integral connection between nature, food, and people is never static but constantly changing. Holistic refers to the simultaneous practice of preserving and evolving, remembering and recreating, discovering and inventing. The application of a holistic culinary approach to foods in Latino/a literature exposes a latinidad that honors traditions by continuously infusing them with relevance and vitality.

      Chicana literary critic Norma Cantú reveals this holistic approach when she reminisces, in Canícula: Snapshots of a Girlhood en la Frontera (1995), about all the different types of “communions” in her life. Coming home after her First Communion, she states:


      
        That Sunday morning in May, we came home to chocolate and cake as if it were truly the first time I had received Jesus. Twenty years later when I attended funky Masses where we ate herb bread I had baked and drank wine Bill had made I would flashback and try to count how many first holy communions I had had.

        (Cantú 1995: 57)

      

      
This passage reflects Cantú’s shifting role as a receiver of religious traditional beliefs, eating and drinking the food provided by others, to being an active creator of new beliefs by sharing the herb bread of her own creation. The reference to “many first holy communions” acknowledges the emotional and spiritual closeness of many relationships in her life, thus making all such relations sacred, not just the one with Jesus.

      A holistic culinary approach is particularly useful to analyze cross-cultural culinary and ecological encounters in ways that stress commonalities without necessarily erasing differences. Cross-cultural culinary encounters refer to the connections that food and cooking practices have had and have with a global community. Jocoque, a Mexican cream with the flavor and consistency of sour yoghurt/cheese was originally created by Arabs who introduced it to Europe and later the Americas (Nabhan 2008). The word jocoque comes from the Nahuatl xoco, which means sour. When the Aztecs tasted the sour, dense cheese-like substance, they named it (and its culinary technique) using their own language. Jocoque’s etymology marks a culinary practice that bridges food knowledge and people. Likewise is the case of fideos, which Chicano writer John Phillip Santos calls a “quintessential” dish of mestizaje (Santos 2010: 6). Marco Polo introduced wheat pasta to Europe in the thirteenth century. Fideos, before entering the culinary repertoire of colonial Mexico, was a favorite dish of wealthy Andalucians of southern Spain. Nowadays, fideo is an item highly valued on the tables of Mexico’s poor.

      Ecology primarily refers to the source where food comes from: the earth. The soil is not a dormant entity; it is vested with cultural, spiritual, political, and economic values and interests. Chicano writer, Victor Villaseñor explains in Burro Genius how his grandmother, “a Yaqui Indian from northern Mexico, … taught [him] … that planting corn and squash with our two hands is holy” (Villaseñor 2005: 15–16). She also taught him to see and feel the spirit of plants:


      
        “Look out the corner of your eyes” my grandmother had told me to do when we’d be watering her garden, … “and you can sometimes see the spirit of the corn, a gift given to our people by God. And you can see the Spirit of the squash and the string beans. All plants have Spirits. All animals have Spirits.”

        (Villaseñor 2005: 98)

      

      
Through lessons of respect for the gifts nature offers to sustain us, Villaseñor’s identity is firmly planted on the earth both physically and spiritually.

      The recognition that plants and animals have spirits comes from a land-based spirituality where the physical and spiritual worlds share the same sphere (M.S. Sanchez 2000). Many indigenous cultures practice this form of spirituality. In much of US Latino/a and Caribbean literature the keepers of such knowledge are often presented as healers (curanderos/as) who are generally the grandmothers and grandfathers. The prevalence of the curandera in Chicano literature is such that she appears as a central character in texts ranging from Rudolfo Anaya’s Bless Me, Ultima originally published in 1972 to Luis Alberto Urrea’s The Hummingbird’s Daughter released in 2005. Caribbean literature addresses the cross-cultural connection between indigenous people of the Americas and African people. If read in sequence from Saving the World (2006), by Dominican novelist Julia Alvarez, followed by Cuban novelist Alejo Carpentier’s The Kingdom of This World (English translation 2006) to Cuban-American writer, Cristina García’s Monkey Hunting (2003), the interconnection and exchange of knowledge derived from a land-based spirituality between American indigenous and African people is mapped out.

      Because we are not just vegetarians, the earth (the land) is also the basis of animal raising for food consumption. Mexican-American María Amparo Ruiz de Burton’s The Squatter and the Don, originally published in 1885, depicts the political process that brought an end to raising livestock in open grass fields, and it also alludes to the ecological consequences of ending such practice. How raising and killing animals take place in our modern food industry is a subject matter that Chicano poet David Domínguez addresses in his poetry collection, Work Done Right (2003). Domínguez’s “Club Las Palmas,” illustrates the reality that people must endure within the current practices of the food industry:


      
        
Open vats of red vinegar fermented outside:

108° of Del Sol heat and black asphalt.

Guillermo and I choked on the vinegar’s vapor

as we threw cardboard boxes,

still ripe with scraps of guts, into the dumpster.

Pig blood poured from the boxes,

ran under my smock, and down my skin.

“This is no way to live,” I told Guillermo.


(in González 2010: 45)

      

      
Work is part of what defines who we are, or, at least, how we are perceived. How are those working in the food industry defined and valued when they work under such conditions?

      Both cross-cultural culinary encounters and ecology involve an historical as well as a current transatlantic or transpacific connection. They also reveal that food is a shifting signifier of identity, which shows an ethnic group’s heterogeneity. Jewish Chilean poet Marjorie Agosín, in Of Earth and Sea: A Chilean Memoir, acknowledges the cross-cultural influence in her grandmother’s house, an influence that formed Agosín’s childhood reality, which later nourished her identity as an exile.


      
        Grandmother prepares the onces, the “elevenses.” That is what we call tea-time in Chile. … It comes from the word eleven, says Grandmother, in an English that sounds more like a Yiddish accent than a British one. I like to listen to Grandmother preparing the table. She takes out the tablecloth from Venice, the wineglasses from Vienna, the English marmalades. Only the bread is from Chile, but they call it a croissant, the way they do in Argentina.

        (Agosín 2009: 57)

      

      
Agosín’s passage indicates a complex multilayered heritage and reality that go with being Jewish, German, Chilean, and living in exile in the United States.

      Literary and cultural studies of US Latino/a literature predominantly fall within the four ideological, and to a degree, historical moments of identity politics identi-fied by Fatima Muj[image: ***]inovi[image: ***] in Postmodern Cross-Culturalism and Politicization in US Latina Literature (2004). These are nativism, nationalism, transnationalism, and post-transnationalism. A holistic culinary approach to cross-cultural culinary references in US Latino/a literature acknowledges and transcends these classifications, creating spaces that are not confined to a single assumption of ethnic traditional normatives. These spaces are created through acts of translations. Acts of translations, within the contents of this study, simply refer to the mechanisms by which experiences in one context are transformed into a new situation to make sense of emotions within the new, unfamiliar place. In terms of food, modifying an old family recipe from the way “grandmother” used to make it involves an act of translation. Translations of personal, cultural, and social culinary experience lead to transformation. The presence of this particular culinary motif is so overwhelming in the body of Latino/a literature that it is found in stories about migration, displacement, and exile.

      Nativism refers to a return to indigenous roots in terms of cosmologies, myths, and values; it emphasizes pre-Columbian roots. In Herencia: The Anthology of Hispanic Literature of the United States edited by Nicolás Kanellos, we find in the section “Native Literature” the anonymous “Trove del café y el atole” [The Contest of Coffee and Corn Gruel]. It is a satirical musical contest in which Mr. Coffee and Ms. Atole enter a debate regarding native and foreign values. Coffee, while sophisticated and worldly, can only raise the social status of those who can afford it. Atole, on the other hand, has the ability of nourishing people who are able to work the land. At the end of the contests Atole wins declaring: “How well I maintain my people / with tortillas and chile, / with corn well toasted / … only for working the land / And you, proud Coffee, / … you sacrifice my people / from buying with money” (Kanellos 2002a: 90). Mr. Coffee sacrifices people and land resources for profit gain; Ms. Atole acts for the service of others. The essentialist gender implications in the English translation are difficult to miss; however, the feminization of “atole” stresses the idea of the land as a mother that protects and provides for her children. Lorna Dee Cervantes presents a similar sentiment, but more politicized, in her poems, “Coffee” and “Coffee II” (2006).

      Literature of the Civil Rights Movement offers copious examples of a nationalistic identity politics; however, this ideology is strongly sprinkled with nativistic values. As an example, the following lines from Chicano poet Alurista’s “El Plan Espiritual de Aztlán” show this interconnection:


      
        Aztlán belongs to those who plant the seeds, water the fields, and gather the crops and not to the foreign Europeans. … With our heart in our hands and our hands in the soil, we declare the independence of our mestizo nation. … we are Aztlán.

        (Alurista 1989)

      

      
The indigenous values in this nationalistic manifesto are people’s connection to the land.

      Muj[image: ***]inovi[image: ***]’s distinction between transitional and post-transnational identities is one of consistency versus fluidity. The first is framed within a notion of fixed and stable ideas of a national and cultural self. For example, in Chicano writer Daniel Chacón’s And the Shadows Took Him, Joey frames his and his brother’s cultural identity by wrapping it within two icon national food items: Mexican tortillas and American white bread.


      
        “Check this out,” Joey said. “I’m all Chicano and shit, and you’re all like a white boy now. … I’m eating tortillas, and you’re eating white bread, but ultimately we share the same meat, the weenies. What we have inside is the same.”

        (Chacón 2004: 205)

      

      
The brothers’ cultural identity splits between Mexican and American. However, their masculinity remains the meat substance, the weenie.

      In contrast, a post-transnational identity, Muj[image: ***]inovi[image: ***] (2004) argues, is neither rooted in a singular place nor connected only to a singular nation. It is about partiality, fluidity, and mutability. Cuban-American Cristina García’s Monkey Hunting provides an example of this post-transnational identity. Culinary practices and eating habits in the novel combine ingredients, methods, and meals with origins from China, African, Spain, and Cuba. The production of sugarcane leads to adding sugar to almost every stew. An African’s influences based on agricultural knowledge leads Lucrecia, a mulatto ex-slave, to celebrate her freedom and union with Chen Pan, a Chinese immigrant to Cuba, by planting a garden with “Yuca. Taro root. Black-eyed peas. Three types of beans” (García 2003: 78). Chinese taste for smoke duck makes it an ideal stuffing for tamales. Lucrecia’s favorite dessert is “a pound cake with so many sesame seeds [that] it was called chino con piojos. Chinaman with fleas” (García 2003: 137). She learns to bake chicken with lots of ginger. The willingness to create this type of dishes connects to both Lucrecia and Chen Pan’s basic philosophies of life, which reflect ideas of partiality, fluidity, and mutability. Chen Pan believes that: a) “a man’s fate could change overnight” (García 2003: 83); and b) home, as manifested in his own son Lorenzo, was in his skin “with its accommodations to three continents. … [H]ome was in the blood of his grandsons as it traveled through their flesh” (García 2003: 192). For her part, Lucrecia defines herself not by the origin of her birth, but by who she becomes. For her it is best to approach life in the same manner “she prepared an ajiaco stew” (García 2003: 129). The word ajiaco refers to a mixture of many ingredients derived from Spain, Africa, and China.

      There is no doubt that food is connected to our identity: native, national, trans-national and post-transnational. But what food communicates, symbolically and materially, is not a theory or a policy based on ideological principles. Returning to the point of how culinary translations lead to transformation mentioned above, food is about transforming emotions, relationships, worldviews as people move from childhood to adulthood, from country to city, from one nation to another. Cross-cultural culinary and ecological encounters also take place for people who never leave their place of birth, but whose lives are affected by transnational economic interests.

      In Chicana novelist Sylvia López-Medina’s Cantora food translates emotions when different generations speak two distinct mother languages:


      
        I used to visit my Grandmother Rosario when I was a little girl. … She always made chicken soup with rice. We could not speak to one another, because of our language barrier … In my memory, I stare into the golden broth, the steam warming my face. She stands and watches me eat my lunch, smiling at me, solicitous. … I would return to school every day with this one reality: my grandmother loved me.

        (López-Medina 1992: 39–40)

      

      In Chicano writer Dagoberto Gilb’s The Flowers (2008), the act of translation manifests in Sonny Bravo, the 15-year-old protagonist, transferring his desire for home and motherly affection expressed via food to a public diner, The Alley Cat. At home he either eats frozen TV dinners alone, or is forced to sit at the maple dining table eating his stepfather’s food, the deer that he hunted or the fish that he caught. Sonny’s displacement took place when his mother, Sylvia, married a racist Okie building contractor, Cloyd. Because Cloyd enjoys eating Mexican food, such as tacos, he is proud of himself for marrying “a pretty Mexican” girl (Gilb 2009: 51). Little does he know that Sylvia does not like to cook, and when she cooks she prefers to make mashed potatoes and spaghetti, adding jalapeños at the end to make it “Mexican.”

      In The Alley Cat, Sonny eats a hamburger that is as Mexican as it is American, just like himself. “I ordered a large fries and a burger. Mrs. Zuñiga put a pile of jalapeños in it, which I loved, and instead of mayonnaise, she put in her homemade chile [sauce]. … To me it [The Alley Cat] was [like] going into a home” (Gilb 2009: 55). When depression hit Sonny and he was not hungry, Mrs. Zuñiga without asking him, would cook for him nonetheless:


      
        She made … [him] a plate of enchiladas with hamburger meat and onion and chunks of green chile with white cheese all over it. Beans, rice. It was as good as food got! Home cooking. If only … [his] mom cooked.

        (Gilb 2009: 187)

      

      
The Alley Cat fulfills his need for a home life, at least until the bowling alley closes down.

      Cuban-American Evelio Grillo’s Black Cuban, Black American represents one more example of the act of translation that is both internal and external in a Latino narrative of exile. Close attention to the different food references and memories connected with them translates to different stages of Grillo’s reality. Saturday afternoon dinners of “bistec a la palomilla – thin slices of sirloin seared rapidly in olive oil and smothered with onions – rice, cold boiled string beans, and a simply magnificent salad of lettuce, vine-ripened tomatoes from our garden, and a large avocado slice” speak of life with both of his parents (Grillo 2000: 3). Eventually his father returns to Cuba, leaving his mother to raise the family on her own. Food articulates Grillo’s creativity born out of the reality of the Depression. With limited resources of unleavened flour and butter, Grillo and his friend made “biscuits as well as … [they] knew how. … [They] had to eat them when baked, for they became hard as rocks upon cooling” (Grillo 2000: 50). Food also draws connections with other black Americans. On his way “going up north” as a teenager, he learns to eat Southern food: “grids” and “bisects.” A club sandwich eaten at a restaurant in the company of Mr. Martin, a black man who took it upon himself to take Grillo “up north” to get an education, marks a drastic shift in his life.


      
        The club sandwich was a transforming experience. I gazed with fascination at the layers of turkey, ham, and strips of bacon, the slices of tomato, and the garnish of lettuce. Even the mayonnaise was a new taste for me. In my home, a sandwich had been, invariably, a slice of bologna between two slices of white bread lightly splashed with mustard, nothing else. Three slices of bread contained this sandwich. More than one sandwich, as I knew sandwiches. I took my time eating this new, huge, delicious concoction, savoring every mouthful.

        (Grillo 2000: 56)

      

      
The transformative magnitude of this experience symbolizes a path that took Grillo from the factory town of cigar-making, Ybor City (now Tampa), filled with racial and class discrimination, to becoming the Executive Assistant for Policy Development at the US Department of Health, Education, and Welfare.

      A poignant passage in Cuban-American writer Achy Obejas’s Ruins shows how international policies, as the US Embargo in Cuba, affect the daily reality of food consumption in Cuba. With the absence of much, and the necessity of making a living with little, Rosita begins to sell sandwiches on the street. But, instead of meat, she uses


      
        a blanket normally used for mopping floors which … [she] had beaten and marinated in spices and a little beef broth. The texture of the wool had been transformed into what they all imagined steak was like, something tender and chewy. The success of her enterprise had come as much from her ingenuity as from the tricks memory plays.

        (Obejas 2009: 37)

      

      
Food is real and necessary. Food physically affects our body, which in turn impacts our emotions. What and how we eat can result in an unbalanced sense of self.

      The foods stories inscribed in the bodies of Latinos/as are multiple and diverse, even when some foods have a similar cultural connection. In the literature of many Chicano/a writers, for instance, corn and its main products of tortillas and tamales hold the status of ultimate cultural signifier with many signifieds. In Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza (1987), Gloria Anzaldúa makes corn the symbolic source of a new mestiza consciousness. In “‘Delfina, ¡más tacos!’: Food, Culture, and Motherhood in Denise Chávez’s A Taco Testimony” (2010), Cristina Herrera argues how Delfina’s tacos nourish Denise Chávez’s political consciousness. Generally, a tamalada (the act of making tamales) serves as the occasion for a mainly female bonding as described in the two-act play Las Nuevas Tamaleras by Alicia Mena (2000). Tamaladas are often mentioned as representing family gatherings during Christmas. Sergio Troncoso’s “The Last Tortilla” (1999), however, uses this activity to illustrate the decline of the traditional family unit. In other cases, tamaleros are used to mark class difference, as is the case in Aristeo Brito’s The Devil in Texas (1990). Alicia Gaspar de Alba shifts the signifier of corn tortillas from political, gender and class identity to the issue of sexual identity. For her, tortilleras, the makers of tortillas, are the slow lovers of women (1993).

      The theme of food as an expression of eroticism never fails to mark its presences in literary works. For example, born Peruvian and raised Chilean, writer Isabel Allende, in Aphrodita (1997), explores her relationship with food and eroticism. At one point she imagines savoring Antonio Banderas wrapped in a tortilla. Chicana writer Ana Castillo, in Peel My Love Like an Onion, describes Carmen’s sexual desire for Manolo in gastronomical terms: “his skin savory and sweet like Mexican chocolate that makes your mouth water just to whiff it simmering and waiting for you on the stove to have with your birthday cake” (Castillo 1999: 83). The fulfillment of a heterosexual hunger, and often described through food items, forms part of the central plot in both novels by Cuban-American Oscar Hijuelos: The Mambo Kings Play Songs of Love (1989) and Beautiful Maria of My Soul (2010). In light of these examples, literary critic Julia Ehrhardt, in “Towards Queering Food Studies: Foodways, Heteronormativity, and Hungry Women in Chicana Lesbian Writing” (2006), calls for an approach to examine food and eroticism in ways that are less overtly heterosexual. Food and eroticism also express homoerotic desire. Ehrhardt argues that accepting heterosexuality as the cultural normative lead readers to miss and dismiss homoeroticism, as they often do when reading Ana Castillo’s Loverboys (1996) and Chicano poet Francisco Alarcón’s poetry in De amor oscuro/Of Dark Love (1992).

      I conclude with the recipe Cuban playwright, Eduardo Machado, offers at the end of his memoir Tastes Like Cuba: An Exile’s Hunger for Home. It exemplifies how a holistic culinary approach brings together the food stories of a person’s life to help form new spaces for an ever-changing cultural and personal identity. Living as an exile in the United States, after a lifetime of searching for his Cubanness, Machado realizes that Cuba is not an idea, political debates, or nostalgia for the Cuba that was. People and relationships with them are what make Cuba and his (multi)cultural identity real. The book ends with an iconic Cuban dish, Arroz con pollo, but with a modified title, “Eduardos’ Arroz con pollo”:


      
        I use chicken thighs for flavor and heartiness, “like Cuban chickens,” as Fernando [his grandfather] would say. Sour oranges remind me of my youth. [Oranges more likely introduced to Cuba via China.] There’s red onion and bell pepper to be just a little different: like the rebellion of leaving home at sixteen. Fresh asparagus recalls my days surrounded by hippies, who never would have touched a can of cream of asparagus soup [as Fernando did]. There is plenty of saffron to meet the high-minded demands of my father, and pimientos and white wine to bring all the flavor and delicacy of my mother. I use Valencia rice, from Spain, to honor my family’s origin, even before Oscar and Manuela and Cuca and Fernando [grandparents]. I am proud to say that even with all of these influences, there is still one voice that comes through. This is my dish. My way. My Arroz con Pollo.

        (Machado 2007: 353–4)

      

      
“Eduardo’s Arroz con Pollo” ceases to be a recipe for a traditional Cuban dish. It becomes Machado’s process of seasoning his cross-cultural identity and claiming the right to a unique palate, the right to be whole with his many differences.

      Food images, symbols, and metaphors served on the pages of Latino/a literature do not change the power structures of the modern food system. They do, however, minimize the crisis of identity. If the modern eater is simply a consumer of foods whose flavors and textures are altered by technology, the modern reader who takes the time to carefully digest the body of Latino/a literature will not forget where food comes from. A survey of Latino/a literature reveals not only where our food comes from – the field, the farm, and the factory – but also the lives of those who work at the frontline of these food industries. The power of food is that, in understanding food’s histories, we recognize that the story of food is our story, a story that connects us to a community beyond the limits of a single ethnicity, culture, nation, gender, class, and sexuality.
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THEMES IN LATINO/A VISUAL ART

    
      Constance Cortez
    

    
      Over the last four decades, the subject matter explored by Latino/a visual artists has paralleled many of the themes addressed by various authors. As in the case of writers, Latino/a artists come from a myriad of communities located throughout the United States including Chicanos/as (Mexican-Americans), most of whom live in the Southwest (Texas, New Mexico, California) and Chicago; Cuban-Americans living in Florida, New York, and New Jersey; and Puerto Rican Americans living in New York (Nuyoricans) and elsewhere. Differences in contemporary and, sometimes, colonial histories and experiences of these artists clearly impact the trajectory of their development and the choices of visual vocabulary. At the same time, there are points of convergence shared by the members of these groups. Many Latinos/as come from, or have ancestors who come from, Latin America and, because of this, some may speak Spanish. Further, owing to the colonial histories of Latin America, Catholicism and its iconography may also function as a link visually manifested in a celebration of spirituality, a critique of religion, and/or a hybrid re-presentation of icons. Finally, because Latinos/as engage in artistic production within the United States, artworks are often subject to the same overarching influences governing artistic nomenclatures (be they “modern” or “postmodern”) and may be influenced by the current styles and media that are part of the larger artistic community. As a result, artwork produced by Latinos/as in the United States ranges in appearance from representational to abstraction and, beyond traditional media, may include performance and installation. In the final analysis, the use of varied media as well as the bicultural and multicultural positions of these artists have become one of the hallmarks of contemporary Latino/a art. The topics addressed in this chapter include the reassessments and reinterpretations of history and spiritual traditions and their symbols, reflections on urban realities and the reconceptualization of the borderlands, and issues of gender and sexuality.

    

    
      History

      It is not surprising that Latino/a artists scrutinize the impervious timelines and pristine geopolitical borders that mark canonic notions of history. Living daily, the conceptual homeland of acá y allá (“here and there”) strips such monoliths of their sheen and lays bare the fallacy of state-sanctioned constructions of time and place. The remaining void is easily filled by re-visioned pasts that make clearer the realities of the present. The artwork becomes the voice through which the tale is retold. Such histories can be personal or communal and, invariably, they often reference not only time but also place.

      To memorialize is to make memories tangible, to commemorate past histories. Within artworks, the past can be sited through the insertion of landscapes and landmarks which, in turn, index a variety of emotions and concepts. Among these, artists touch upon loss and desire for real and fictive pasts as well as the denunciation of tragic events. For instance, in the dreamscapes of Humberto Calzada, the semantic load is carried by colonial architecture set amidst azure skies and crystalline waters distinctive to Cuba. Stripped of human occupants, his canvases become odes to the erosion of memory as well as open invitations. The viewer is drawn into the works, thereby simultaneously sharing his past while invoking personal memories or creating new ones. Likewise, Juan González’s black and white canvases utilize water and vegetation to reference Cuba. However, it is the absence of color here that more directly marks this space as psychically and physiologically generated. The reduced palette references the limitations of a dream state, which is often marked by the lack of color – some believe we dream in black and white – and lack of agency. These subdued canvases can be contrasted to González’s color works, which indicate memory and our ability to actively manipulate how we paint our own canvases of remembrance. In his Erased Lynching series (2004–6), photographer Ken Gonzáles-Day manipulates commercially produced postcards recording lynchings of Mexicans and Mexican-Americans in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century California, erasing the bodies of the victims. Denuded of their “strange fruit,” trees and telegraph poles become memorials to past violations and executions as well as to the erasure of such events in mainstream histories.

      Retrieval and reclamation of past histories is often filtered through political activism in the United States. For example, the origins of an interest in history for many Nuyorican modern and contemporary artists can be traced back to the Civil Rights Movements of the 1960s and 1970s. In this regard, the Puerto Rican Workshop, El Taller Boricua, located in east Harlem, constituted a singular arena for discourse on the past. In this multidisciplinary space, writers, poets, and visual artists, “heeded the directives of the Young Lords and Puerto Rican Students Union, which called for Puerto Ricans to educate themselves on the island’s history, particularly the history of enslaved African and Taíno peoples whose intermingling birthed Puerto Rico’s resilient Creole culture” (Ramírez 2005: 26). Jorge Soto, one of El Taller’s founding members, was known for his visual references to both cultures and for his re-visioning of well-known colonial imagery with these new sensibilities in mind (Ramírez 2005).

      Likewise, during the 1960s and 1970s, Chicanos/as updated the Pre-Columbian term “Aztlán” (originally the geographic point of origin for the Aztecs) and used it as a mechanism to link past histories to contemporary activism. The concept, first introduced in the writings and lectures of poet Alurista (Alberto Baltazar Urista) in 1968, was disseminated to a broader population a year later when Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzáles used it in a speech given at the Chicano National Liberation Youth Conference in Denver, Colorado. For modern writers and artists, the geography of Aztlán included Mexico and extended into the southwestern part of the United States and Mexico. Ideologically, the term encompassed both land and history, and was relayed pictorially in variety of ways.

      This fusion of time and space can be seen, most especially, in early public murals of the 1970s. Inspired by the didactic and political possibilities of the Mexican murals of the early twentieth century, contemporary artists utilized different conceptual frameworks to link the past with the present (see Cockcroft and Barnitz-Sánchez 1990; Latorre 2008). Direct linear constructions connecting time and space can be found in works such as the 1974 mural Tribute to the Farmworkers, by Alejandro C. Maya, where a Pre-Columbian Indian, a colonial Spanish soldier, a Mexican campesino (farmworker) and an urban youth simultaneously raise the flag of the United Farm Workers Union (UFW). Alternatively, icons from the ancient past are often updated as in La Raza de Oro (1975) from Chicago. In this mural, José Gamaliel González and the Youth of Westtown reworked a well-known Pre-Columbian image of a Maya woman, showing her amidst butterflies and other “Pop” icons popular in the 1970s. She gazes up at a word, “Aztlán,” the conduit through which this transformation is possible. Finally, equations of the Pre-Columbian past and the present are made. In the East Los Angeles mural entitled La Alma (1977), by Emanuel Martinez, Mike Maestas, and Al and Fred Sánchez, a loincloth-wearing heroized Aztec warrior holding a flame of knowledge in each hand is presented as a prescriptive template for their new urban warrior, a young man shown in gym shorts holding barbells. Between them, an Aztec eagle protectively shelters them under his outstretched wings.

      The reconstruction of mythologies and mythologized histories and indigenes became the corner stones of many nascent Latino/a movements. However, as time progressed, artists and writers recognized that there were problems inherent with nationalist constructions that reduced the past to conventionalized icons. For instance, in the case of the Chicano/a concept of Aztlán, while this construction initially promoted unity, the accompanying mono-dimensional representations of history and mythohistory tended to obscure or even ignore diversity within the community (Cooper Alarcón 1997; Cortez 2001). Women were excluded or marginalized as full participants in artistic movements and, often, pictorial representations of women cast them in subservient roles. The presence of gay and lesbian populations within the community was also negated – indeed, it was common to exclude anyone who deviated from traditional values. As a result, artists began to extend the boundaries of what it was to be Latino/a, and such investigations, by necessity, challenged self-imposed monolithic constructions of history and ethnicity.

    

    
      Spirituality

      Artists engaged in spiritual discourses as part of their early reclamation of identity and, therefore, many artistic efforts along these lines took on a decidedly political edge. As in the invocation of former homelands, spirituality became part of an effort to unify particular ethnic groups throughout the United States. As part of their historical reclamation, Latino/a artists synthesized sacred symbolism of the indigenous past, as well as that from other imported religions.

      In this regard, Nuyorican and Cuban-American artworks foreground aspects of vodun [voodoo] and Santería – the latter a mixture of Roman Catholicism and West African religious traditions. In the work of Marcos Dimas, for instance, the artist acknowledges his indigenous heritage by using rubbings of Taíno petroglyphs as a point of departure in many of his paintings. The integration of Puerto Rican Pre-Columbian sensibilities allowed him to create a new spiritual symbology – one he felt relayed the essence of the indigenous past while personalizing this past and making it applicable to the present. Cuban-born Miami-based artist José Bedia draws his imagery from both Native American and African traditions. Like Dimas, he abstracts the iconography and cosmology of these cultures in order to integrate past with present while personalizing his own spiritual perspective.

      While many Latinos/as share a Catholic background, when Catholicism is directly drawn upon, it is often referenced in terms of local religious practice. In 1999–2000, Nuyorican artist Pepón Osorio paid homage to Puerto Rican Catholic practice in Home Visits (Art21 2001). In this work, he documents the destruction of a family home by fire by creating a smaller version of the home, which travels from site to site. This work was inspired by the tradition of “home visits,” wherein the image of the Virgin or a saint travelled from home to home in Puerto Rico. Likewise, Chicana artist Carmen Lomas Garza created multiple images celebrating curanderismo, a local folk-healing tradition that synthesizes elements of indigenous and Catholic practice. As in the case of Osorio, her work travels from site to site but it is via her award-winning children’s books that include reproductions of her imagery. By focusing on regional manifestations of spirituality, both artists elevate community spiritual practice to the status of high religion and thereby reaffirm the validity of communal experience and the myriad ways in which this spirituality might be expressed.

      Spirituality is sometimes manifested in artworks directly linked to illness and death. During the 1980s and 1990s, many artists focused on issues related to HIV/AIDS. Although Cuban-born artists Carlos Alfonzo and Félix González-Torres tackle the impact of this disease on the body in very different ways, both have given voice to a condition that was hidden within the community. Alfonzo developed a system of symbols that he combined with abstracted human forms, thereby allowing the development of a visual language wherein components take on specific meaning. For instance, the tongue represents political oppression at home and abroad, a state of being that impacts the notion of communal health and those who suffer from the disease. The cross is emblematic of mystical power and the potential for the restoration of balance in both the body politic and the individual. González-Torres’s mourning for his partner Ross transforms private grief into a public celebration of life and commemoration of loss (Boone Hagenmaier 1990). Refraining from the use of direct religious reference, González-Torres uses anonymity and the absence of the body, of the object of loss, to transform the site of the artwork into a kind of shrine dedicated to remembrance and the human spirit. His works invoke empathy on the parts of viewers who are compelled to ponder loss in their own lives.

      In Chicano/a art, few religious icons carry as varied a semantic load as does the Virgin of Guadalupe, the patroness of the Americas. During the 1960s and 1970s, her icon became a rallying point for Chicanos/as during the Movimiento, and students, as well as UFW members, carried her banner high as they pled their causes. By the mid-1970s, she had been coopted by Latina artists as a feminist icon and had become a source of power for women artists, although not without controversy. Along these lines, one of the earliest manipulations of this icon is the 1978 triptych, The Guadalupe Series by Yolanda López. The artist painted three generations of her family – grandmother, mother, and herself – garbed in the vestments of the holy mother and surrounded by the Virgin’s powerful mandorla. While López viewed this as an extension of the spiritual power and strength of the Virgin to everyday women, others saw this as a debasement of the icon and traditional values. More recently, Alma López’s digital collage, Our Lady (1999), updates the theme in a decidedly more revealing representation. The Virgin has been replaced by a Latina clad in a two-piece swimsuit made up of roses. This Virgin with attitude rests hands defiantly on her hips and stands, contrapposto, atop a black crescent moon. Her traditional star-filled cloak has been replaced by a detail taken from the Aztec Coyolxauhqui Stone, which represents the Aztec moon goddess and warrior woman. Shown in New Mexico in 2001, López’s work elicited controversy and threats of violence from both museumgoers and the Church itself. Twenty years after the “Culture Wars” of the 1980s, the work continues to generate discussion (see López 2003; 2004; Gaspar de Alba and López 2011).

      Finally, the genre of Latino/a altar installation should be considered within the context of spirituality as domestic altars, sites of spiritual devotion and remembrance, are the bases of the contemporary works (see Mesa-Bains 1988; 1993). These installations may combine two different, though related, aesthetic traditions – rasquachismo and domesticana. According to Tomás Ybarra-Frausto (1991), the aesthetic of rasquachismo is an aesthetic of the underdog in which one “makes do” with whatever is at hand. Characteristics of rasquache art include bright colors and mixed patterns, the use of ephemeral materials (including the altar itself, which is by nature ephemeral) and multiple components within a work. Humor, often dark, also may be integrated into the art. “Domesticana” is the term that is used when Latina artists employ this aesthetic and when that art is driven by feminist concerns (Mesa-Bains 1999).

    

    
      Identities and the big city

      Negotiating life and identity within an urban context is also an ongoing theme in contemporary art. Within larger cities, ethnicities and traditions are often at odds with the dominant culture and there are enormous pressures to assimilate from within and outside of the community. In an attempt to become part of this larger culture, children can sometimes feel a sense of estrangement from their parents’ culture and language. Additionally, struggles for economic parity are often met with resistance as different groups vie with each other in attempts to improve their lot. In desperation, young men and women sometimes find support systems in groups deemed anti-social. There, they may become vulnerable to violence and drug use, which can lead to conflicts with the law and death.

      Artistic responses to the theme of negotiating such an urban arena are varied. Both Jean-Michel Basquiat – born to a Haitian-American father and Puerto Rican mother – and Cuban-American artist Luis Cruz Azaceta explore the contradictions of life in the United States and New York in paintings that are highly indebted to Neo-Expressionism. Integrating coded writing into his imagery, first via graffiti in public spaces and then in canvases, Basquiat addressed the place of subaltern groups in America (see Negrón-Muntaner 2005). In particular, he directed his attention to the problems that are brought about by complicity with hegemonic powers that lead to a sense of self-alienation – having rejected the home group, yet being denied position in the power group, the individual’s sense of self is lost. Cruz Azaceta situates his isolated figures, often victims of stabbings and muggings, amid graphic violence that occurs in the urban dreamscape. By doing so, he calls into question the popular impression of the US as an economic and ideological oasis.

      The position of the individual within such a construction has also been presented in explorations of the double-edged sword that is pachuco or vato culture in which antiheroes take central stage, sometimes with tragic circumstances. One of the best-known representations of a Pachuco culture comes from artist/writer José Montoya’s epic poem, “El Louie” (see Heide 2002: 365–8). Written in 1969, the life of Louie Rodríguez, is celebrated the day of his funeral: his wild youth, service in the military, even his decline after the war. Good and bad are understood in terms of how life was in mid-century California. Such journeys into the past are also undertaken by artists such as Tejano Adán Hernández. His visually and emotionally dark imagery has been dubbed “Chicano Noir” and reflects gang life and its consequences. In his canvases, the protagonists run the gamut from isolated and rejected youths to antiheroes who participate in violent acts. Fellow San Antonian artist César Martínez focuses on the complexities of self-representation and masculinity in his “Pachuco Series,” a group of composite figures drawn from memory and newspaper clippings. In these paintings, vatos take on a tragicomic role and the bright palette chosen seems contradicted by the emotional complexities reflected in the faces of the sitters. Attempts at bravado, evidenced by forward tilted chins and sunglasses that are meant to block access to feelings, seem practiced and only underscore the fragility of their personae.

      Los Angeles artist Judith Baca’s tack in presenting the challenges of urban life is decidedly more spiritual. She sacralizes the struggle of immigrant groups in her Pancho Trinity (1993). Three large “Pancho” figures, cliché representations of the sleeping “lazy Mexican,” act as canvases upon which vignettes are painted. These relate to religion, land rights, and violence. Throughout, the artist relays experiences of economic and patriarchal oppression that are the realities of urban life, all within the larger context outsider views of the culture, here represented by the stereotyped and colorful “lazy Mexican.”

      The position of Latinos within urban settings can also be indicated through the use of metaphor. An example of this can be found in the utilization of lowriders in the work of Los Angeles artists Carlos Almaraz and Frank Romero. The lowrider can be understood on many levels – it is a reference to Chicano masculinity, a marker of personal status, and it denotes the Latino community and its culture. Indeed, it may reference the city of Los Angeles itself as the automobile historically has played a central role in both transportation and notions of glamour there. In the paintings of Almaraz and Romero, external and internal dramas are played out on the interstate freeways as lowriders are heroically pitted against external forces and, sometimes, tragically against each other. A New Mexican variant of this can be found in the work of Luis Tapia, who was trained as a traditional santero, a carver of wooden santo (saint) images. Startling variations on a colonial art form, Tapia’s sculptures address modern themes, many of which speak to contemporary social conditions. In his New Mexico Woody (2007), the artist offers a lighthearted variant of the vehicle made popular by the 1950s and 1960s surf culture of the West Coast. Tapia has replaced the defining traditional wooden exterior panels with New Mexican colonial wooden church doors. As if to further sacralize the reference, his hood ornament now consists of a putto [angel] face and wings above a statue of the Virgin situated in a niche embedded into the car’s grill.

      Margarita Cabrera also uses the automobile as a reference to urban arena, but infuses her representations with aspects of domesticana (“women’s work”) and the ancient past. In Hummer Pyramid (2006), the artist has created a six-tiered pyramid of 161 individual miniature hummers. Each hummer is a “soft sculpture” fashioned by sewing together panels of vinyl and attaching model car parts, such as wheels to the bases of each car. The overall shape of the artwork simultaneously references Mesoamerican architecture and contemporary auto junkyards, ubiquitous in any urban environment. On a larger scale, the piece speaks of the passing of civilizations – of what we leave behind as markers of what is held to be important.

      Finally, the city itself, can be reconsidered via a perspectival shift. In View from the East (2004), Sandra de la Loza offers a panoramic vista of an East Los Angeles via three black and white photographs that fill the space of the gallery. The choice of black and white photography (as opposed to color), references journalistic representation and lends an additional air of validity to the artist’s construction of reality. Entering this space, the viewer is forced to examine and revise expectations regarding the nature of the metropolis.

    

    
      The border

      One of the themes addressed specifically by Chicano/a artists is that of the border, the “1,950 mile-long open wound” (Anzaldúa 1987: 24) that separates Mexico and the United States. As part of these explorations, the human body and the land itself become the foci of many of their works. Both are used to address the difficulties endemic in the experience of crossing the border as well as the violence and poverty that are part of the daily life of border communities. In this regard, San Diego’s Border Arts Workshop/Taller de Arte Fronterizo (BAW/TAF), a collaborative group of artists, has drawn attention to border issues through fine art exhibitions, installation pieces, and performance art (see Border Arts Workshop n.d.). One of the founders of the BAW/TAF, Guillermo Gómez Peña, has been particularly successful in creating performance pieces that expand the notion of the border while exploring stereotypes found on both sides. In his seminal work, Border Brujo (1989), the artist takes on a variety of roles, sometimes several roles at once, in order to explore shifting identities. An altar constructed of kitsch and Americana functions as a backdrop for his body, a canvas awaiting the application of yet another stereotype. More recently, he has expanded this theme to explore global identities and hybridity.

      Fiber artist Consuelo Jiménez Underwood employs barbed wire, plastic, and silk to weave topographies that recreate historically fixed events as well as ongoing con-flicts and contradictions born of these same historical circumstances. To illustrate her point, Jiménez Underwood utilizes the border as a kind of conceptual clothesline on which to hang her questions regarding colonialism and the power relations between people who work the land and those who own it. She also re-examines social and geopolitical borders. On one level, these borders are inherently fictive creations, their artificiality attested to by the ever-changing criteria that attempt to define them. On another level, borders are very real (at least as real as we believe they are) and crossing them can entail serious consequences. It is both the constancies and the shifting realities of these lands and their borders that feed the artist’s spirit and creativity.

      Recognition of the growing difficulty of the journey has been addressed in the works by Julio César Morales. In a series of Lightjet prints entitled Undocumented Interventions (2005–8), Morales draws from three sources for his works: recent border politics, technology, and oral tradition. The results are images reminiscent of detailed instructional specifications found in technological manuals. These are, in turn, based on contemporary coyote (immigrant smuggler) verbal accounts of ingenious ways of avoiding the detection of human presence by la migra (US immigration authorities). Morales’s prints offer viewers a high tech X-ray-visioned version of border crossers cleverly embedded in seats and under van panels. The successful immigrant merges himself with transportation technology.

    

    
      Negotiating other borders: Gender and sexuality

      With her ground-breaking publication, Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza (1987), writer and culture critic Gloria Anzaldúa broadened the definition of the nature of borders. For Anzaldúa, who grew up in Hargill, Texas, the border is not just geopolitical – it is cultural and sexual. Latinos/as and, in particular, Chicanas, have negotiated these borders in their lives on a daily basis. Rather than viewing such crossings as transgressive, Anzaldúa admonishes Chicanas to question the line itself as a fictive construction that others impose on us and that we place on ourselves. Once such lines are abolished, an alternative site emerges that allows the exploration of a mestiza, or mixed and multiple, identity. In her assessment of Borderlands, Eva Fernández de Pinedo (2006) summarizes the possibilities of this new perspective:


      
        Embracing a mestiza consciousness will allow one to stop reasoning in a binary logic, challenging political, racial, sexual and gendered dichotomies:“[The mestiza] reinterprets history and using new symbols, she shapes new myths. She adopts new perspectives toward the dark skinned, women and queers” (82) … The mestiza does not have to choose a culture since she is “participating in the creation of yet another culture” (81).

        (Fernández de Pinedo 2006: 664)

      

      Within the context of a reinterpretation of history, Anzaldúa also re-evaluates ideologies and icons derived from Pre-Columbian and colonial sources. She introduces the Aztec concept of nepantla (see Anzaldúa 1993), a word that she uses to describe a kind of in-between place, a site in which multiple identities, such as mestiza consciousness, are experienced singly or simultaneously by its visitors. Likewise, Aztec goddesses who exist in the borderland of nepantla are capable of simultaneously existing beyond the geographic, temporal, ethnic, and gendered borders assigned to them by canonic authorities.

      Chicano/a visual artists were particularly receptive to Anzaldúa’s message as many had been and were actively manipulating and re-inscribing the borderlands of history, gender, and land. In her Nuestra Madre (1981–8), Yolanda López embedded a figure of the Aztec mother goddess, Coatlicue, into the mandorla of the Virgin of Guadalupe. This visual fusion of the indigenous and colonial past into a new goddess not only created a feminist icon but also was a step toward healing the rupture created by the conquest. César Martínez integrated the additional aspects of site and gender into his Quinto Sol: Cruz Mestiza (1992). In this triptych, painted on a car hood, the Virgin of Guadalupe supplants the heart of Coatlicue who is, in turn, superimposed upon a cross. Site specificity is indicated by the presence of the rose window surrounding the Virgin, a reference to a well-known window at San Antonio’s colonial Mission San José. The hands of Christ (imprints of the artist’s own hands), as well as the surface upon which the image has been painted, indicate a blurring of gender and the source of spiritual power – the masculine and the feminine become part of the new multifaceted icon.

      Traversing and transgressing the gendered borderlands became part of feminist ideology as artists created imagery that both proclaimed solidarity with women in other parts of the world as well as reaffirmed their own position in the historic timeline. In La Luna Llena (1990), a print by Chicana artist Ester Hernández, an armed Salvadoran woman walks to her fields in the midst of the country’s civil war. Her night’s journey is protected by the light of yet another woman who dared – the Aztec moon goddess Coyolxauhqui.

      Further, the figures of La Llorona, La Malinche, and La Adelita have all been re-inscribed by feminist visual artists, such as can be seen in the work of Nueva Mexicana photographer Delilah Montoya. In her artbook, Codex Delilah, Six Deer: Journey from Mexicatl to Chicana (1992), the artist constructs a historic journey for her protagonist, Six-Deer, as she makes her way from Mexico to the United States. Along the way, she meets each of these individuals. As noted by Anne Leimer (2006), the sources for each of the characters are varied. For instance, those of La Adelita range from “historical documents, the pictorial archive, the corrido, [to] Chicana feminist recuperation” (Leimer 2006: 12). According to Leimer, in her “braiding together” of multiple sources and figures from history Montoya “adopts the trenza paradigm as [her] analytical frame” (Leimer 2006: 12).

      Male artists have also addressed the collisions that sometime arise between gender and traditional expectations. In the installations Badge of Honor (1995) and No Crying Allowed in the Barbershop (1994), Pepón Osorio reveals emotional events and discussions occurring between father and son. No Crying Allowed, based on the artist’s memory of his first haircut, relays the trauma experienced by the sensitive child that was countered by stiff-upper-lip expectations of the adults (his father and the male barber) who were present. The objects filling the space, associated with Puerto Rican culture, not only situate the cultural context of this work, but also reference the history from which parental expectations arise. In the end, the work questions the parameters of such expectations and becomes a place for the inclusion of sensitivity.

      In Badge of Honor, two rooms – the father’s jail cell and the son’s bedroom – comprise the site of a video-recorded conversation between father and son. What is revealed initially is the son’s resentment of the father’s absence and the stress that this has placed on the youth and his family. As the conversation proceeds, however, memories are shared. It becomes clear that there is true affection between the two that may serve as a basis for the healing of these wounds.

      Artists who have addressed GLBT issues during the past few decades have touched upon a broad variety of themes that are particular to their own experience within their different communities. These run the gamut from the impact of social problems, such as AIDS and prejudice within their respective communities, to coming to terms with their own sexuality and learning to celebrate that sexuality. Such endeavors can take the form of highly visible public and political engagement. For example, photographer Luis Carle, Director of the Organization for Puerto Rican Artists (OP Art, an affiliate of the Museum of Modern Art, New York), produced a body of work that furthered awareness of AIDS within the gay community. He also documented the Gay Pride Parade in Washington, DC. On a more introspective level, Chicano artist José Maro Alvarado’s recent body of paintings shows men embracing themselves in intimate gestures of self-healing and acceptance. Along these same positive lines, Ester Hernández’s La Ofrenda (1990), depicts a woman offering a rose to the Virgin of Guadalupe which has been tattooed across the back of her partner. This gesture ultimately sacralizes the partner as well as the relationship between the two women.

    

    
      Conclusion

      Latino/a art is multifaceted in its goals and aims and this is to be expected. After all, artists come from cities and small towns, some are newly arrived to the United States or are from families whose presence there goes back hundreds of years. Many are university-educated while others are not. Colonial histories and points of origin vary. What seems to bind these disparate artistic communities together, however, is the evaluation and re-evaluation of their positions in the United States. Artists call into question the stability of outside constructions of Latino/a identity as well as recognizing constantly evolving identities within themselves.
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TEATRO

    Jon D. Rossini

    
      The Spanish word “teatro” usefully incorporates the complexities of approaching the topic of US Latino/a theater, as it references not only the literary and performance genre itself, but also the structures – artistic, architectural, institutional, and communal – that facilitate its dissemination. These structures vary in size, scope, scale, and intention, as do the individually written and collaboratively created works themselves, and it is crucial to keep these material conditions of production in mind when critically analyzing the work. The contextual information gleaned from the cultural and aesthetic function, intended audience(s), and specific location of production radically impacts the way teatro is both conceived and received. While the need for understanding context extends to all literary forms, the collaborative processes of dramatic creation and realization through the action of specific bodies heighten the importance of these elements. And, these contextual elements are often explicitly thematized and examined within traditions of minoritized cultural production.

      Most accounts of US Latino/a theater focus attention on the period from 1965 to the present, dividing the work into geographic and cultural subgroups (Chicanos/as in the Southwest, Puerto Ricans in New York and Chicago, and Cuban-Americans in Miami), charting changes based on either chronological developments loosely attached to decades or models of influence based on creative generations as ways of marking the transformation of aesthetic values. This interconnected model is an effective way of thinking about teatro, helpfully connecting shared thematic and political investments across a range of Latino/a identities and reflecting political and cultural shifts in identification and practice for playwrights.

      While identity is a central concern of Latino/a theater, this investment reflects a larger turn in US theater and performance since the early 1970s, a focus on identity concurrent with feminist and ethnic rights movements in which the personal, lived and embodied, becomes the political. This turn increased attention on the visibility and treatment of bodies in conceptual performance art and highlighted the power of theater to explore individual and collective identity. However, the pressures of market liberalization and postmodernism that gained strength from the early 1970s through the 1980s tended to move these models of identity toward postmodern conceptions of multiple, fragmented selves, an internal complexity best understood through critical models of hybridity, transculturation, and mestizaje used to describe both Latino/a identity and cultural production (Ramos-García 2002; Sandoval-Sánchez and Saporta Sternbach 2001). These concepts have become central to much of the contemporary critical discourse around teatro, which is still invested in both the negotiation of identity and the recuperation and representation of specific culturally inflected histories.

      In most accounts of Latino/a theater, the 1960s are characterized by collective creation in community-based settings; the 1970s chart the beginnings of institutionalization and the emergence of a first generation of individual playwrights; under the influence of broader non-profit funding; the 1980s result in increased professionalization and a second generation of playwrights; the 1990s bring greater diversity of subject matter, clear lineages of development and training, institutionalization of the concept of Latino/a theater and a third generation of playwrights who begin to question the burden of representation of Latino/a identity itself; and the 2000s reflect broader national visibility with the award of a Pulitzer Prize, an increasing range of artists working at various levels – local, regional, and national – and a fourth generation of playwrights.

      But it is important to remember that none of these decadal markings is fully accurate, and that collective creation continues in the present day even as professional companies doing Spanish-language theater existed long before 1965, which is typically charted as the moment of emergence for contemporary Latino/a theater. It is crucial to respect the complex heterogeneity of Latino/a theater – what Alberto Sandoval-Sánchez has described as an “An Octopus with Many Legs” (1999: 103) – and to recognize that while the interrelated questions of agency and identity are at the center of much of the critical response to Latino/a theater, the teatro itself is constantly interrogating both concepts. And, while the period from 1965 to the present has received the greatest critical attention, teatro has existed in what is today the United States since the sixteenth century.

      The first recorded instance of theater in what is today the United States was a performance of Los Moros y Cristianos staged by Spanish conquistadores in 1598 in present-day New Mexico. Eventually performed by indigenous peoples as well, this event echoed an ongoing practice of using various public spectacles and Spanish religious drama, auto sacramentales, to instill Christian ideological values in indigenous populations (Gutiérrez 1993b). And, importantly, this practice foreshadows Latino/a theater’s investment in specific cultural and religious identities and its use as a political, pedagogical tool in the service of building community, albeit here in a problematic colonial project.

      While the immediate descendants of this practice are the pastorela plays that continue in New Mexico and the Southwest announcing the birth of Jesus Christ to shepherds in the fields and following the peregrination to his birthplace, until the 1970s these productions were the subject of anthropological and folkloric investigation as opposed to being considered a part of the Latino/a theatrical tradition (Flores 1995). Scholars and artists have increasingly recognized the existence of cultural resistance and commentary in these traditional practices that continue today not only in Southwest rural communities as a means of generating a communal experience, such as El Teatro Campesino’s biannual La Pastorela staged for the community in the mission church in San Juan Bautista, California, but also as a strategy to directly comment on the lived realities of Latinos/as in Los Angeles, Phoenix, and other cities, where the yearly productions often reflect contemporary political concerns such as immigration legislation.

      In the nineteenth century, Spanish-language theater, primarily directed toward Spanish-speaking communities in the Southwest, New York City, and South Florida, provided recreation, entertainment, and community pride, though a significant number of performers were international Latin American performers rather than members of their local communities. Scholarly accounts of this work in the first half of the twentieth century provide an overview of newspaper accounts and historical records of performance that attest to their frequency and variety (Kanellos 1990). To some extent these theaters, like many ethnic theaters in the US, served immigrant and displaced communities with a means of cultural pedagogy and of connection (Seller 1983).

      Perhaps the only Latino/a playwright working in the first half of the twentieth century who has garnered significant critical attention is Josefina Niggli, through her Mexican folk plays and theatrical accounts of the Mexican revolution. Niggli’s plays, such as The Cry of Dolores (1936) and This is Villa! (1938) provide accounts of nineteenth-century Mexican history and the Mexican revolution (Orchard and Padilla 2007).

      Though it is important to provide a history for teatro, this extended history can only be anachronistically labeled Latino/a theater, as the term really did not come into wide practice until the mid-1990s. The initial resurgence of teatro in the mid-1960s gains umbrella identity under the label Hispanic or Hispanic-American in the 1980s, concurrent with increased funding opportunities, and comes into its self-reflexive own as a broadly recognized category in the mid to late 1990s. The emergence in the mid-1960s can be traced to shifts in civil rights and immigration legislation as well as to broadening educational opportunities post-World War II that not only promoted theater as a means of social change, but also provided a broader communal, and eventually regional and national, infrastructure to explore the cultural imaginary of Latinos/as through the genre of theater.

      The 1965 birth of El Teatro Campesino (ETC) as the cultural arm of the United Farm Workers (UFW) in support of their activism on behalf of farmworkers is often referred to as the birth of Chicano theater. The gradual emergence of collective teatros, followed the model of Luis Valdez’s adaptation of W.E.B. Du Bois’s call for theater by, for, about, and near the people it serves. The primary genre, acto, a collectively created form, was codified in Valdez’s writing (Valdez 1990). As Yolanda Broyles-González (1994) and other scholars have explored, the roots of ETC’s stylized aesthetic was influenced by the Mexican carpa [tent] tradition of comedy as well as the intersection of Brecht and Cantinflas (a comedic Mexican actor famous for his word play and manipulation of underdog status). The acto’s primary goal was to make visible a social problem and consciously and explicitly pose a solution to the problem. The lack of resources led to what Tomás Ybarra-Frausto has called the “rasquachi aesthetic” in Chicano theater (in Huerta 2000: 183), making do with available materials as well as using the semiotic flexibility of the stage space, the ability to transform objects into other objects, to advance broader political claims. Actos such as Los Vendidos (1967), in which a salesman of used Mexicans attempts to provide a brown face for Governor Reagan’s California, and Vietnam Campesino (1970), which draws direct parallels between the plight of farmworkers in the US and in Vietnam, demonstrated the political range of the actos as ETC separated from the UFW.

      During the 1970s, the teatro structure spread into various community and institutional spaces in California, the Southwest, and the Midwest with groups such as Teatro de la Esperanza in Santa Barbara, Su Teatro in Denver, and Teatro Desengaño del Pueblo in Gary, Indiana. This burgeoning network was supported and fostered by the work of the umbrella organization, TENAZ (Teatro Nacional de Aztlán), intended to enhance creative development through sharing scripts, networking, and festivals. TENAZ festivals were powerful events for development and training as well as collectively negotiating Chicano theater as a movement. Contestations emerged powerfully in the 1974 Festival del Quinto Sol in Teotihuacán just outside of Mexico City where Luis Valdez and ETC were critiqued by some of their fellow Chicano and Latin American artists for their deployment of religious symbolism and mythology in La Gran Carpa de los Rasquachis. Critics claimed ETC had shifted away from the social analysis of the original acto structure toward more spiritually oriented projects, such as the mito, which was intended to acknowledge Chicano reality as spiritual and mythical as well as material. Valdez’s critics considered this a sellout while Valdez believed that the Chicano teatros needed to develop their own specific and organic language for revolution (Martínez 2006). Despite these and other controversies, TENAZ continued to provide a support network into the early 1980s.

      The late 1960s and 1970s also saw the creation of a number of theaters in New York City: International Arts Relations, Inc. (INTAR) in 1966, Puerto Rican Traveling Theatre (PRTT) in 1967 and Repertorio Español in 1968. This wave was followed by a second surge of theaters in the late 1970s on a broader scale, including Teatro Avante in Miami in 1979 and Pregones Theater in the Bronx in 1979. These theaters increasingly adapted to the demand for Hispanic-American plays, though often thinking broadly about transnational Latino cultural production as a means of generating and sustaining audiences. This tension continues to exist within the space of Latino/a theater festival programming, where the local is often perceived as less compelling or financially viable than the international companies from Latin America. This tension between the local and the global heightens the political necessity of the category US Latinos/as, a problematic distinction that preserves the specific legacies of political and racial discrimination within the US while ostensibly restricting the understanding of migratory transnational flows that shape cultural production. By the late 1980s and into the 1990s, a different model of teatros developed, many emerging from the work of professional artists combining their investment in the community with interest in a professionalized institutional home more closely mirroring the practices of regional theaters.

      The urban Puerto Rican in New York was first dramatically analyzed on the island in the traditional language of theatrical realism by René Marqués. His play, La Carreta (1953), traces the gradual urbanization of the jíbaro (rustic peasant) figure, moving from rural Puerto Rico to San Juan, and from there to New York City, where at each migratory turn his life decreases in value – a pessimistic account of the destructive forces of mechanization and urbanization on classical Puerto Rican culture. Miriam Colón and the PRTT’s bilingual production of La Carreta/The OxCart traveled throughout the Bronx in the summer of 1967 and clearly demonstrated the importance of representing both the inherent bilinguality of New York Puerto Rican life and the meaningful possibilities of community formation (Antush 1994). As the politicized identity formations of the late 1960 and 1970s led to more aggressive articulations of the uniqueness of Puerto Rican identity, manifest through the Young Lords, the idea of the Nuyorican, of the inventive poetic language of the streets, emerged as a means of thinking critically about what it meant to be a Puerto Rican in New York City.

      The first New York Puerto Rican (Nuyorican) play to receive national attention was Miguel Piñero’s Short Eyes (1974), which began under the auspices of Marvin Félix Camillo’s ensemble of former inmates, The Family, and won the 1974 New York Drama Critics’ Circle Award. Set in the day room of a house of detention, Short Eyes employs the neo-Aristotelian unities of time, place, and action to chart the disruption and deadly expulsion of a white pederast introduced into the delicate balance of a multi-racial prison space with its own program of behavior. Piñero’s successful focus on an urban underclass and its life and behavior was influential not only on subsequent Nuyorican writing for the theater, but also on the broader acceptance of a literary movement attached to the everyday urban rhythms of spoken word.

      One figure often elided in accounts of Latino/a theater in the 1970s is Maria Irene Fornes. In many senses the best-known and most prolific Latina playwright (she herself would use the term Hispanic to talk about the shared playwriting aesthetic she is considered to have fostered), her status as a Latina playwright is contested because only her early work and her work after the mid-1980s reflects the “for” and “about” elements of Valdez’s manifesto. Her best-known play of the 1970s, Fefu and Her Friends (1977), is often considered a feminist play as it recounts a day in the life of several women in 1930s New England, but there is no explicit Latina sensibility. Consequently, many critics hesitate to label her a Latina playwright until the 1980s, through her powerful influence as the director and teacher of the INTAR Hispanic Playwrights Lab where she taught a generation of Latino/a playwrights, including Migdalia Cruz, Nilo Cruz, Oliver Mayer, and others to listen to their own voices. Her plays from the mid- and late 1980s increasingly engage with Cuban subject matter and broader Latin American and Latino/a concerns, including the 1984 musical drama Sarita, the oft-anthologized The Conduct of Life (1985) about the impact of torture on everyday lives, and the later Letters from Cuba (2000). Her dramatic output precociously and pragmatically puts into question the ease with which the label Latino/a theater can be assumed based on subject matter, and her biography, as a Cuban-born woman whose first love was visual art and who developed into a theater artist in the midst of 1960s New York experimental work, is a productive reminder of the multiple possibilities for teatro artists. As a central force in the Off-off Broadway spaces of the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, it is crucial to think about her work in its entirety, anticipating questions at the turn of the twenty-first century from Latino/a playwrights, many of them her students, expanding their concerns beyond the bounds of those traditionally recognized as Latino/a. Othe important Cuban exilic and Cuban-American playwrights include figures such as Dolores Prida, with plays such as Beautiful Señoritas (1977) and Botánica (1991), and Matías Montes Huidobro.

      The other fundamental production of the 1970s is Luis Valdez’s Zoot Suit (1978), the most successful Chicano play of all time (and, as of 2011, touring Latin America in Spanish translation after a successful production in Mexico City). The play, based on the Sleepy Lagoon Murder Trial and the Zoot Suit Riots in 1940s Los Angeles, is a musical exploration shaped by interchanges between Hank Reyna and his alter ego, El Pachuco. Employing period dance, music, and costumes, the work not only highlights two crucial discriminatory moments in Los Angeles history, but also explores the possibility of individual and collective agency through the dramaturgical control manifest by El Pachuco. Broyles-González (1994) provides a detailed analysis of the massive reception of this work in Los Angeles, which subsequently moved to the Wintergarden Theater on Broadway where it had limited success. Regardless, this piece is seen as a watershed moment in a narrative of Chicano theater in which there is a shift from collective, more community-based work, to an explicit engagement with the expectations and institutions of mainstream theater (Huerta 2000).

      In the 1980s, increased support from the National Endowment for the Arts helped push some teatros toward an increasingly professionalized structure, but lack of sustained investment sometimes set these groups adrift, stuck between their initial location within the community and external and internal desires to broaden their audience base. With increased interest in the national discourse of multiculturalism, increased funding from non-profit foundations such as the Ford Foundation and the Lila Wallace Reader’s Digest Fund, regional theaters began receiving support to bring in Latino/a playwrights to write and produce work. Newsweek and Coors considered the 1980s the “Decade of the Hispanic,” a label that both effectively raised the national visibility of Latinos/as and pre-emptively shaped regional audience expectations. While thematic investments during the 1970s were about establishing a cultural space for the voices of Latinos/as, cultural openings enabled by the influence of multicultural politics in the 1980s placed playwrights in a double bind of representation, satisfying regional audiences with recognizable cultural materials, while simultaneously questioning the assumptions grounding these expectations (Rossini 2008).

      In 1981, INTAR’s Hispanic Playwrights Lab began to develop young writers, and in 1986, South Coast Repertory Hispanic Playwright’s project emerged to help develop Hispanic playwrights, investments that fostered training and opportunities for Latino/a playwrights. While some publication of plays occurred in journals and in Chicano/a publishing spaces from the early 1970s, the late 1980s and early 1990s saw a relative flowering for the publication of Latino/a plays, an increasing number of single author collections and anthologies by Bilingual Review Press and, most importantly, Arte Público Press, which published collections by Estela Portillo Trambley, Carlos Morton, Miguel Piñero, Dolores Prida, Luis Valdez, and others.

      In 1987, Theatre Communications Group published On New Ground: Contemporary Hispanic-American Plays (Osborn 1987). This “mainstream publication” brought together the work of Fornes, Lynne Alvarez, John Jesurun (sometimes characterized more as an experimental media artist than a playwright), Eduardo Machado, José Rivera, and Milcha Sánchez-Scott. Sánchez-Scott’s Roosters was “the first play about Chicana/os to be published in American Theatre magazine, which accounts for its broad visibility” (Huerta 2000: 113). Her use of magical realism was not inconsequential in creating an audience expectation for this aesthetic in “Hispanic” drama. José Rivera’s The House of Ramón Iglesia (1983) is a realist drama that engages the generational anxiety about Puerto Rican migration from the island. Rivera’s work evolved, as did many of his contemporaries, into employing aesthetics that opened up the category of realism through poetic language and concept while simultaneously sustaining a social consciousness about poverty and homelessness in works such as Each Day Dies With Sleep (1990) and Marisol (1992). Marisol’s exploration of poverty, homelessness, and identity in an apocalyptic New York has received the most critical attention and Rivera’s more recent works range from the quasi-historical The School of the Americas (2006), describing the final days of Che Guevara, to the conceptual Sonnets for an Old Century (2000), in which the characters are allowed to speak their piece at some moment between life and death. His Boleros for the Disenchanted (2008) returns to a more personal subject, moving from Puerto Rico in the first act to Alabama 40 years later to show the beginning and the end of a love story. This work reflects the continued investment of Puerto Rican playwrights, such as Carmen Rivera, in the complex relationship to Puerto Rico as a homeland and place for return.

      Eduardo Machado’s work also received initial national attention with this publication. Broken Eggs (1984) is chronologically the fourth in his Floating Islands plays, which were produced as a group at the Mark Taper in 1994 and follow a family through pre-revolutionary, revolutionary and exilic Cuban history. Machado’s influence also stems from his stint as the director of INTAR and teaching playwriting at Columbia University. More recent plays, such as The Cook (2003) and Kissing Fidel (2005), explore the misunderstandings, cultural conflicts and emotional investments that continue to haunt Cubans in the US, which become increasingly complex as the possibility of temporarily returning to Cuba to visit becomes a reality during the special period (the economic changes following the collapse of the Soviet Union) and beyond. These latter works are a part of a shift in Cuban-American playwriting, exemplified by Jorge Ignacio Cortiñas, in which questions of racial identification are increasingly troubled (echoed in Chicano theater in the work of Oliver Mayer) along with a more complex historical understanding of the dynamics of the Cuban-American experience and Latin American politics more broadly.

      The anthology Shattering the Myth: Plays by Hispanic Women (Feyder 1992) continued a process begun in the late 1970s by the group Women in Teatro to acknowledge the contribution of Chicana and Latina playwrights. Plays by Caridad Svich, Cherríe Moraga, Migdalia Cruz, and Josefina López, all students of Fornes, joined plays by Diana Sáenz and Edit Villarreal in this collection. These playwrights have taken central roles through the 1990s and beyond, with the growth of Latina theater serving as a central catalyst for artistic and critical development throughout the 1990s. While shifts in border policy and the signing of NAFTA led to increased attention on the US-Mexico border and the special period in Cuba, the 1990s were also a period of increasing heterogeneity within Latino/a theater.

      The 1990s, however, both expanded Latino/a theater and put into question the easy assumptions about the definition of what constituted a Latino/a play. While some playwrights maintained strong politics of identity, many began to question the implicit burden of representation placed upon them by narrow and stereotypical definitions of Latino/a identity and the easy presumption attached to the three major subgroups (Chicanos/as, Puerto Ricans, and Cubans) with their own obvious preoccupations. While work on the predictable themes of immigration and identity, revisions of history, and family life amid generational conflict continued, the playwrights themselves were establishing new ways of imagining the world (Svich and Marrero 2000; Marrero 2000). Issues of gender and sexuality were increasingly represented, and the heterogeneity and complexity of Latino/a identity and relationships to space and community were often placed in the foreground. Scholars and playwrights also recognized that Latina theater was being produced in alternative spaces less attached to Latino politics than broad progressive alliances (Arrizón and Manzor 2000).

      These Latina works are incredibly diverse in both subject matter and approach. Cherríe Moraga’s plays, which often function as an extension of her theoretical engagement with the world, celebrate the activism of farmworkers and cannery laborers in Heroes and Saints (1992) presenting the possibility for meaningful, politically progressive change. Hungry Woman: A Mexican Medea (1995), which also reflects her investment in indigenous spirituality, can be read as an alternative history imagining the Queer Aztlán she theorizes in critical writings. Josefina López’s Simply Maria (1988) offers a critique of the limited opportunities for a Chicana within a traditional, patriarchal Mexican context. Her well-known Real Women Have Curves (1990) examines both women’s solidarity and the politics of immigration and labor, an emphasis shifted substantially in the screenplay to focus on the protagonist’s maturation. Migdalia Cruz writes the experience of the Bronx from a Puerto Rican point of view, addressing the material violence of poverty and the difficulties of women’s lives in plays such as The Have-Little (1991), Miriam’s Flowers (1990), and El Grito del Bronx (2009). Caridad Svich’s powerful Iphigenia Crash Land Falls on the Neon Shell That Was Once Her Heart (A Rave Fable) (2004) illustrates her own critical understanding of Latino/a theater as a space of baroque and poetic language. Svich’s imaginary landscapes in this play engage with the politics of the death and disappearance of women exemplified by the Júarez femicides. Her adaptation of Isabel Allende’s House of the Spirits (2009) has been well received in both English and Spanish translation and reflects a continued engagement of Latino/a playwrights with both Spanish drama (Golden Age and Lorca) and Latin American cultural materials.

      The 2000s have been characterized by increased national attention to Latino/a plays. In 2003, Nilo Cruz’s Anna in the Tropics received the Pulitzer Prize for Drama. This account of cigarmakers and their lector in Ybor City invokes the Cuban diaspora in south Florida long before the 1959 revolution. The play highlights a conflict between tradition and modernity with the artisanal work of handcrafted cigars and the imaginative space of literature serving as parallel examples of a romanticized tradition slowly eroding in the face of mechanistic modernity. Much of Cruz’s other work is focused on various aspects of the Cuban-American and exilic experience, such as Hortensia and the Museum of Dreams (2001), in which siblings connect to each other and their homeland through an incestual relationship that fills in for the gap created by their flight from Cuba as a part of Operation Pedro Pan.

      Two fourth-generation playwrights have also been finalists for the Pulitzer, Quiara Alegría Hudes and Kristoffer Díaz. Hudes’s Elliot, A Soldier’s Fugue (2007), an account of three generations of Puerto Rican men going to war, reflects one major trend since the mid-1990s throughout Latino/a theater in which the characters are not self-consciously Latino/a, even while the details of their experiences reflect this. Hudes is also known for her work as a librettist with Lin-Manuel Miranda for the hit musical In the Heights, set in the Dominican-inflected neighborhood of Washington Heights, a traditional musical in many ways that reflects the continued practice of celebrating Latino/a culture in its increasingly diverse forms. Díaz’s The Elaborate Entrance of Chad Deity (2009) reflects an increasingly irreverent look at theatrical expectation, centering on professional wrestling as a means of exploring racialized politics and self-presentation.

      Other plays that have received national attention include Luis Alfaro’s adaptations of Greek myth into Chicano/a settings with Electricidad (2003) and Oedipus El Rey (2010), and Octavio Solís’s Lydia (2008), a domestic drama about a Mexican-American family in El Paso in the early 1970s. Alfaro’s work reflects an emerging trajectory of increased dialogue with theatrical tradition through adaptation and revision of classic texts, also present in Tanya Saracho’s use of Chekhov’s Cherry Orchard in El Nogalar (2011). More realistic than previous works such as Santos and Santos (1995) and El Paso Blue (1994), Lydia shares a similar investment in dark poetic narrative that explores the intergenerational burden of the American Dream on Mexican heritage families. Solís’s continued fascination with the border as metaphor and reality is part of a long and continued tradition of border plays that shift to reflect various immigration and border policies throughout the 1990s and 2000s, recounting the horror of loss of lives in Sylvia González S.’s Boxcar and more recently offering the complexity of attitudes emerging in the Southwest around the questions of undocumented immigration.

      The writing and production of teatro is increasing dramatically and will continue to evolve as the demographics of the US continue to shift. Increased scholarly attention has been devoted to Latino/a theater for young audiences (Jennings 2008), which is at this time still very invested in cultural history and the celebration of diverse identity, and to the Latino/a presence in hip-hop theater (Banks 2011), which points to the possibility of new and different racial formations in work of Diaz and others. At the urging of Caridad Svich, the collective NoPassport has created a press to take over the means of production to disseminate collections of theater in a time of disinvestment in publishing drama. Even as national attention rises, the practice of collective and community-based theater continues; the collection Teatro Chicana (García et al 2008) testifies to this ongoing activity, as does the longstanding tradition of devising by artists such as Anthony Garcia and Su Teatro in Denver whose plays move between the exploration of spirituality and politics like much of Moraga’s work. Other regional theatres continue to produce professional Latino/a theater, including: Teatro Vista and Teatro Luna in Chicago; Teatro Austin, Breath of Fire Latina Company in Orange County, California; Borderlands Theatre in Tucson; Teatro Milagro in Portland; and the Latino Theatre Company in Los Angeles.

      New scholarly approaches to Latino/a theater are working to contextualize it in different ways, recognizing its imbrication in the history of neoliberal economic thinking (Rossini and Ybarra 2012) and asking questions about stylistic gestures, thematic investments, and production conditions that interrogate presumptions about the US both within and beyond the Latino/a community.
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      The history of Latino/a poetry can arguably be traced as far back as the 1500s and the earliest days of the European conquest of the Americas, and to the clash of Spanish, African, and indigenous American cultures that ensued. Despite its long and complex history, and its significance to cultural and political history, the poetry written and performed by US Latinos/as is sometimes marginalized or overlooked in accounts of the US Latino/a experience. For critic and publisher Nicolás Kanellos, Latino poetry is “the iceberg below the surface,” a deep wellspring of forms and ideas that has shaped the broader landscape despite its relative lack of visibility (Kanellos 2002b).

      An epic account of the discovery and conquest of the Americas can be found in Spanish soldier and Catholic priest Juan de Castellanos’s “Elegías de varones ilustres de Indias” (“Elegies of Illustrious Men of the Indies,” 1589), the earliest poetry included in the recently published The Norton Anthology of Latino Literature (Stavans 2010). The poem is written in octavas reales, eight-line stanzas that are the Spanish equivalent of the Italian ottava rima form popularized by the poet Giovanni Boccaccio, yet its focus is on the people and places of the Americas. Here is a stanza, included in the Norton Anthology, where de Castellanos depicts Ponce de León’s arrival in Puerto Rico:


      
        Juan Ponce having readied men and store,

Under the powers given to his hand,

Made the journey without delaying more,

With interpreters from Haiti in his command

And since on St. John’s Day he went ashore,

San Juan de Puerto Rico he called the land.

The men that he brought with him on that day

Stepped forth on sandy beaches on a bay.


(Stavans 2010: 58)

      

      
The translation, by writer Muna Lee (one-time wife of Puerto Rican governor Luis Muñoz Marín) helpfully preserves the lineation and rhyme of the octava real. De Castellanos’s combination of a European poetic form with distinctly American vistas captures a larger tension, one that will reappear through the history of Latino/a poetry: that between claiming a literary tradition and documenting an unfolding American reality. This tension is a matter of culture as well as history; it has to do with a desire for a poetic idiom that reflects US Latino culture and tradition (as opposed to the mere recycling of European forms) while acknowledging how Latino communities evolve through time.

      A slightly later epic is Gaspar Pérez de Villagrá’s “Historia de la Nueva México” (1610), a first-hand account of the Spanish settlement of New Mexico. Pérez de Villagrá, a soldier in Juan de Oñate’s expedition, mixes biblical allusions, allusions to Greek mythology, and descriptions of the natural landscapes of New Mexico in an effort to at once document the struggles and celebrate the successes of the New Mexico settlement. Using a freer form than Juan de Castellanos did in his epic, Pérez de Villagrá conveys the breadth and complexity of the settlement, and the achievements of its key players, especially Juan de Oñate himself.

      For the most part, these epics of the conquest tell the story of the Americas from one side only, that of the Spanish colonizers. While written in the Americas, they are fueled by a loyalty to Europe (specifically to the Spanish crown and the Catholic Church). Eventually, though, in the nineteenth century, a distinctly American sensibility will emerge in poems such as José María Heredia’s famed “Oda al Niágara” [“Ode to Niagara”] (1824). Heredia, a supporter of independence from Spain, wrote the poem while living in New York between 1823 and 1825, having been driven out of his native Cuba by Spanish authorities. In praising the might and grandeur of Niagara Falls, Heredia’s ode underscores the American continent’s energy, beauty, and, implicitly, its linked histories. In real life, Heredia’s poetry mobilized the same hemispheric energy captured in his ode; it was US poet and journalist William Cullen Bryant who published the first English translation of “Oda al Niágara.” Significantly, “Oda al Niágara” is also perhaps the first poem to convey the “double attachments” that, according to critic Ilan Stavans in his introduction to The Norton Anthology of Latino Literature, are emblematic to Latino/a literature. By “double attachments” Stavans means the sense of having loyalties to more than one place, language, or identity (Stavans 2010: liii). In “Oda al Niágara,” this doubleness is seen in how Heredia alternates between memories of his home island of Cuba and evocations of the majesty of Niagara Falls; at one point Heredia contrasts the forest pines of Niagara’s landscape to the “delicious palms” of his native Cuba (Stavans 2010: 204). In that moment, Heredia can be read as both a Cuban poet in exile and a US Latino poet of Cuban descent inasmuch as he is Cuban by birth but arguably US Latino as a result of political and cultural displacement, and transnational in his vision and his readership.

      The circulation of Latino poetry increases in the nineteenth century with the rise of the modern newspaper industry. Newspapers and other periodicals in areas with a large Spanish-speaking population, such as New York City and the Southwestern United States, also published poems, often of a topical or political nature. Poets who were active in the newspaper culture of their time and who regularly published in newspapers include Luis Tafoya, author of “A Nuevo México” [“To New Mexico”] (which would become New Mexico’s state poem), and Lola Rodríguez de Tió, author of the original version of the Puerto Rican national anthem. In its musings and social commentary on life in New Mexico, Tafoya’s work already embodies the focus on place, on physical and psychic geographies, characteristic of much Mexican-American writing. “Same as Usual,” a translation of an 1898 Tafoya poem featured in The Norton Anthology of Latino Literature, reads like a satire of the government’s consistent marginalization of New Mexico, and anticipates the irreverent, vernacular voice of contemporary Chicano poets such as José Montoya:


      
        Uncle Samuel answered no,

He won’t admit us as a state

And so to faithful New Mexico

Congress has dealt a mighty blow.


(Stavans 2010: 226; translated by Harold Augenbraum)

      

      
Thousands of miles away, in New York City, Rodríguez de Tió and fellow writers and political figures such as Ramón Emeterio Betances were active as both authors and publishers, using literature as a tool in the struggle for Puerto Rico and Cuba’s independence from Spain and for the establishment of a pan-Caribbean confederation.

      The most influential of these nineteenth-century figures, as both a poet and a political thinker, is doubtlessly Cuba’s José Martí. With its exuberance and musicality, Martí’s poetry, and especially his influential collections Ismaelillo (1882) and Versos sencillos [Simple Verses] (1891), helped define the poetic movement known throughout Latin America as modernismo. In political writings such as the classic essay “Nuestra América” [“Our America”], published in New York’s Revista Ilustrada in 1891, Martí traced the contours of a modern Latin American identity. From “Nuestra América” to his important 1882 essay on Ralph Waldo Emerson, Martí’s essayistic work reveals a complex and nuanced American vision that considers North and South America as inevitably intertwined while betraying an ambivalence about the United States and its burgeoning empire: one that is to be admired, but from a critical distance.

      For more than a decade, Martí lived in New York, where he founded and collaborated with various publications, and where he worked for a variety of causes, from Cuban independence to Latin American unity. Martí also wrote poetry and non-fiction inspired by his experiences as an exile in New York, including meditations on iconic New York locales, such as Coney Island. The formally ambitious and largely autobiographical poems in his collection Flores del destierro [Flowers of Exile] (published posthumously in 1933) can be considered in light of Stavans’s theorization of US Latino/a literature, inasmuch as they articulate and work through the double (or multiple) attachments of the Latino/a experience. Perhaps no poem from Flores del destierro epitomizes this struggle to work through the tensions of identity more effectively than the famous “Dos patrias” [“Two homelands”], where the speaker identifies Cuba and the night as two competing (yet seemingly overlapping) homelands:


      
        I have two homelands: Cuba and the night.

Or are they one and the same? No sooner

does his majesty, the sun, retire than Cuba, with long veils,

and a carnation in hand, silently,

like a sad widow, appears before me.


(Stavans 2010: 281; translated by Stavans)

      

      Martí can be seen as the template for a generation of Hispanic-Caribbean modernist poets whose political commitments brought them to the United States, from Puerto Rico’s Pachín Marín (who struggled for Cuban liberation alongside Martí) to the Dominican Republic’s Fabio Fiallo (1866–1942), a nationalist who would go on to important posts in the Dominican government. As Stavans notes, Martí’s formally innovative poems of exile are also founding documents of a long and important tradition of Cuban exile poets in New York, which extends to Eugenio Florit (1903–99) and to a number of poets who settled in New York after the Cuban revolution, among them José Kozer (b. 1940). The legacy of Martí’s fusion of poetry and political activism can also be seen in the work of Clemente Soto Vélez, a Puerto Rican poet imprisoned and banished from the island for his nationalist activities who settled in New York, where he would help organize the Puerto Rican community and inspire generations of poets. (Soto Vélez is one of two major Puerto Rican poets who settled in New York – the other is Julia de Burgos – who would exert an influence on the Nuyorican poets of the 1960s and 1970s.) Interestingly, Martí is both the Cuban national poet and the paradigm of the Cuban-American writer as political exile; as such, his verses are claimed to this day by both supporters and opponents of the Castro government.

      Just as Martí’s Latin American modernism was inflected by his exposure to United States literature and culture, the great US modernist William Carlos Williams was influenced by his Caribbean Latino heritage and upbringing. Williams, whose mother was Puerto Rican and whose British father lived in the Dominican Republic, grew up in New Jersey listening to Spanish and English at home, and eventually incorporated Spanish into his poetry. The poet Víctor Hernández Cruz has suggested that Williams’s use of Spanish in early books of poetry such as Al que quiere! (1917) and Kora in Hell (1920) represents one of the first instances of literary Spanglish in American literature, and he sees these books as foundational to US Latino/a literature (Hernández 1997: 71). Whereas all of the authors considered so far wrote and published in Spanish, Williams can be considered as Lisa Sánchez González does, a member of the Puerto Rican diaspora in the US mainland (Sánchez González 2001a: 42–69). The double attachments here extend to language as well; Williams was comfortable enough with Spanish to translate the work of modern Puerto Rican poet Luis Palés Matos, but his own poetry reflects a fascination with Spanish as a language that marks an estrangement, a strangeness, an unwieldy difference. In one appropriately weird section of Kora in Hell, Williams transcribes the bleating of goats near a beach in the Dominican Republic using italicized Spanish:


      
        Baaaa! Ba-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha! Bebe esa purga. It is the goats of Santo Domingo talking. Bebe esa purga! Bebeesapurga! And the answer is: Yo no lo quiero beber! Yonoloquierobeber!

        (Williams 1970: 75)

      

      In transcribing the bleating of the goats and their Spanish “conversation” – the goats command the speaker “Bebe esa purga!” [“Drink that purgative!”] and the speaker answers “Yo no lo quiero beber!” [“I don’t want to drink it!”] – Williams highlights the otherness of his Caribbean-Latino heritage, partly by playing off of the eccentric visual and sonic charge of the Spanish words. Here we see how Williams’s early and quintessentially modernist experiments in visuality and sound are in a sense rooted in his engagement with his own cultural and linguistic difference. The poet and scholar Julio Marzán sees in Williams’s work a larger tension between the Americanized and the Hispanic sides of Williams’s person (Marzán 1994). Whatever its relation to Williams’s biography, the linguistic and sound experiments in Williams’s work can be seen as foundational gestures, prefiguring the brash language play of various Nuyorican and Chicano Movement poets, as well as the more recent work of a number of Latino/a experimental poets. These recent efforts to read Williams as a Latino poet, and not merely as an Anglo-American modernist, reflect a shift within Latino studies towards long-historical analysis, and towards a rethinking of the US Latino literary canon from a multicultural perspective, one that brings the question of cultural identity and difference to the forefront.

      A similarly foundational, though less sophisticated, poetic bilingualism appears in the work of Vicente J. Bernal. Born and raised in New Mexico and educated at Dubuque College in Iowa, Bernal died young. His posthumously published book, Las primicias [The First Fruits] (1916), mixes poems in English and in Spanish, reflecting sometimes humorously, on the realities of life in New Mexico. Like Williams’s Caribbean, Bernal’s New Mexico is a non-juridical space, a space of the imagination, of poetry (New Mexico did not become a state until 1912, shortly before Bernal’s death). The mixing of English and Spanish becomes, for both poets, a way of reflecting the complexities of identity, of being and becoming. Although Bernal’s poems (especially the Spanish ones, where post-Romantic rhymed quatrains abound) are mostly conventional in form, their attempts to document an evolving linguistic and psychic identity link them to the modernist experiments of Williams.

      Despite these important antecedents, Latino/a poets will not emerge as a social force until the 1960s, buoyed by the energies of the Civil Rights era. The poets of the Chicano and Nuyorican Movements in particular will develop irreverent and innovative poetics that fuse cultural affirmation and social protest. Chicano poetry did not emerge in isolation; it must be understood as part of a broader Mexican-American Civil Rights Movement that included the struggle for school desegregation, land rights, and eventually, the organization of farmworkers by the likes of César Chávez, as well as the inner-city activism of youth groups such as the Brown Berets. One of the key figures of the Chicano Movement is former boxer Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzales, a poet and activist who helped organize the 1969 Chicano Youth Conference in Denver, from which emerged “El Plan Espiritual de Aztlán,” the political blueprint for the Chicano Movement. Gonzales is perhaps best known for his long poem “I am Joaquín” (1967), an account of a Mexican-American everyman that doubles as a foundational myth depicting Chicanos as a people of destiny, similar to the “cosmic race” described by Mexican philosopher and political figure José Vasconcelos in his classic 1925 essay (Vasconcelos 1997). In its defense of the Chicano as a mestizo or hybrid identity, defined by the tension between indigenous American and the European languages and cultures, “I am Joaquín” will provide the template for later Chicano poetries also invested in a politics of mestizaje or cultural mixture.

      Poetry as an expressive culture was an important part of the Chicano Movement; poets read their works at protests, rallies, and prisons, and “I am Joaquín” was successfully adapted for the stage by Luis Valdez’s Teatro Campesino. A poet who was intimately involved with these multiple facets of the Chicano Movement was Alurista (born Alberto Urista). Alurista wrote the preamble poem for “El Plan Espiritual de Aztlán” and established the influential Festival Floricanto, an annual event where poets and artists would share their work with the community. The bulk of Alurista’s reputation, however, rests on poetry collections such as Floricanto en Aztlán (1971) and Nationchild Plumaroja: 1969–1972 (1972). A prolific poet, Alurista’s work is characterized by innovative wordplay, flashes of lyric and mythic intensity, and by the mixture of English, Spanish, and indigenous languages such as Náhuatl. In this way, Alurista’s poetry embodies the politics of Chicano mestizaje, and serves as a reminder that Latino identity is often not simply double but multiple, emerging at the site of various cultural converges and clashes. This excerpt from his 1981 book Spik in glyph? builds on puns on the letters in “USA,” and is emblematic of the dense wordplay and counter-hegemonic politics of much of Alurista’s later work:


      
        a? … u?

out a’plunder pangs

s? u, s? … us?

aztlan, the land

sky and consciousness!

carve struggle?

cross the classes

cross the bosses

cross the armies

cross the borders

cruz, cruz, cruza that fear


(Alurista 1981: 52)

      

      
Perhaps the most paradigmatic of the foundational Chicano poets is Ricardo Sánchez, whose bilingual poetry proposes a complex mapping of the Chicano social self through experiments in layout, the use of vernaculars, and the confounding of ethnic stereotypes. A number of foundational Chicano poets stressed the centrality of the oral tradition and of Mexican-American music and expressive cultures, among them Abelardo “Lalo” Delgado and the aforementioned José Montoya. Other important poets of the time include Tino Villanueva, whose early books include Hay Otra Voz: Poems (1968–1971) (1974) and Raúl Salinas (raúlrsalinas), whose long and impressionistic poem “Un Trip Through the Mind Jail” (1973) is a classic of Chicano “pinto” (prisoner) poetry. (Salinas would go on to influence generations of poets with his poetry and performances, and through La Resistencia, his independent bookstore in Austin, Texas.) In the 1970s, Chicano poets will continue to explore the poetics of space, most noticeably in books such as Gary Soto’s The Elements of San Joaquín (1977) and Jimmy Santiago Baca’s Immigrants in Our Own Land (1979). Both Soto and Baca will go on to win awards and will become major figures in US Latino/a poetry in the 1980s and 1990s.

      Women poets were an important part of the Chicano Movement, even as their work often implicitly or explicitly criticized the male-centered structure and gender and sexual politics of the Movement. The imagistic and linguistic charge of books such as Bernice Zamora’s Restless Serpents (1976, with José Antonio Burciaga) and Lorna Dee Cervantes’s Restless SerpentsRestless SerpentsEmplumada (1981) both complements and complicates the baroque and myth-heavy nationalist politics of some the earliest Chicano poets. The landscapes and body-scapes of these books of poetry insist on reclaiming voices heretofore unheard, both within Chicano poetry and in the literary establishment. A major figure is the writer and critic Gloria Anzaldúa, author of the influential book Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza (1987), a hybrid work that incorporates poetry, essay, and cultural history in an attempt to, among other things, revise and critique the Chicano Movement from a lesbian and feminist perspective. While Anzaldúa is known as a critic and essayist and not usually thought of as a poet, she wrote a considerable amount of poetry, and poems are an important part of the structure and critical method of her work, as they test the limits of language, disembodying and re-embodying it in a sometimes shocking exploration of self and other:


      
        I am the only round face,

Indian-beaked, off-colored

in the faculty lineup, the workshop, the panel

and reckless enough to take you on.

I am the flesh you dig your fingernails into

mine the hand you chop off while still clinging to it

the face spewed with your vomit

I risk your sanity

and mine.


(Anzaldúa 1999: 193)

      

      
What is perhaps most noteworthy about Chicana feminist poetics, as evidenced in the above passage, is its nuanced, self-reflexive exploration of writing and the body as they relate to social movements; critic Rafael Pérez-Torres has in fact suggested that Chicana feminist poetry can be seen as a movement within a movement (Pérez-Torres 1995: 53). In the above passage, as elsewhere in Borderlands, Anzaldúa recasts the animalization (“Indian-beaked”) and shape-shifting (“mine the hand you chop off while still clinging to it”) characteristic of various indigenous poetries into a potent meditation on the fluidity and complexity of a subaltern self, and of contested/contesting identities – “colored, poor white, latent queer” (Anzaldúa 1999: 193) – constrained but never fully defined by power.

      Like the Chicano Movement, the Nuyorican Movement emerged out of a distinct political context. Puerto Rican settlements had existed in New York since the nineteenth century; the history of these enclaves was documented in the memoirs and sketches of authors such as Bernardo Vega and Jesús Colón. The great mass migrations of the 1940s and 1950s led to a sharp increase in the Puerto Rican presence in New York, and in other industrial hubs such as Chicago and Philadelphia. The Nuyorican poets, like the Latin jazz and early salsa musicians, were the children of these mass migrations, and they developed artistic and cultural forms that reflected their diasporic experience. One of the earliest books of Nuyorican poetry, Víctor Hernández Cruz’s Snaps (1968) was inspired by, and explicitly referenced, the Latin jazz and salsa music of the time. Cruz would soon leave New York, and embark on a nomad trajectory from California to Puerto Rico to Morocco and back. These spatio-temporal displacements are matched, in such later books as Tropicalization (1976) and By Lingual Wholes (1982), to experiments in the radical mixing of English and Spanish, and to the blending of European, indigenous and African elements. This innovative approach has made Cruz one of the most influential and celebrated US Latino poets.

      There was a wide diversity of styles in the New York Puerto Rican poetries of the 1960s and 1970s: Frank Lima’s work reveals the influence of the New York School of poets while aspects of Jesús Papoleto Meléndez’s work recall the Beat poets, and books such as José-Angel Figueroa’s East 110th Street (1973) and Louis Reyes Rivera’s Who Pays the Cost (1977) display an affinity with the Black Arts poets. Two older yet noteworthy figures are Jack Agüeros, a poet, community activist and translator who has published Sonnets from the Puerto Rican (1996), among other works, and Piri Thomas, who, while known mainly for his seminal novel Down These Mean Streets (1967), also wrote poetry and was an engaging performer of his poetry. (The 2003 documentary Every Child is Born a Poet features Thomas performing his poems.) An important predecessor of these poets is oral poet (or declamador) Jorge Brandon, whose quirky, high-energy interpretation of the Puerto Rican oral tradition would influence poets such as Pedro Pietri, Miguel Algarín, and Tato Laviera.

      Many Nuyorican and Chicano Movement poets shared an interest in the mixing of English and Spanish variously known as “interlingual” writing (Bruce-Novoa 1984) or “Spanglish” (Aparicio 1988) and in the live performance of their works. Pietri’s foundational epic “Puerto Rican Obituary” was performed for years, most famously at the October 1969 takeover of a Methodist church in East Harlem by the activist Young Lords Party, before the appearance of the book Puerto Rican Obituary (1973). In print and in performance, Pietri’s work is buoyed by humorous run-on lines, non-sequiturs, and Dada-surreal inversions that convey the contradictions and the tribulations of New York Puerto Rican life. These lines from “The Broken English Dream” are representative of Pietri’s strategy:


      
        Wall to wall bad news was playing

over the radio that last week was stolen

by dying dope addicts looking for a fix

to forget that they were ever born

The slumlord came with hand grenades

in his bad breath to collect the rent

we were unable to pay six months ago


(Pietri 1973: 25)

      

      One of the central figures of the Young Lords Party, Felipe Luciano, was also a renowned poet, known especially for his affiliation with the famed poetry collective The Last Poets and for politically charged performance poems such as “Jibaro/My Pretty Nigger,” a version of which appeared in salsa legend Eddie Palmieri’s album Recorded Live at Sing Sing (1972). There were various instances of collaborations between musicians such as Palmieri and Ray Barretto and Nuyorican poets; these were partly an extension of the various jazz-poetry fusions of the 1960s and 1970s, but they also pointed to music and poetry as complementary oral/aural expressive cultures of a growing urban diaspora. Performance was also at the heart of Miguel Algarín’s conceptualization of Nuyorican identity in his essays and his foundational anthology Nuyorican Poetry: An Anthology of Puerto Rican Words and Feelings (Algarín and Piñero 1974), which collected the work of many of the poets affiliated with the Nuyorican Poets Café, the performance space and community center he founded a few years earlier on Manhattan’s Lower East Side and a hub of the Nuyorican Movement. A number of these poets would go on to become key figures of the emerging Latino/a literary canon, with the publication, by Nicolás Kanellos’s Arte Público Press, of books such as Tato Laviera’s La Carreta Made a U-Turn (1979), Algarín’s On Call (1980), Nuyorican Poets Café-cofounder Miguel Piñero’s La Bodega Sold Dreams (1980) and Sandra María Esteves’s Bluestown Mockingbird Mambo (1990).

      While women poets were insufficiently represented within the Nuyorican Movement, there are important collections such as Esteves’s Yerba Buena (1980) and Lorraine Sutton’s groundbreaking SAYcred LAYdy (1975), a forgotten landmark of US Latina poetics. Sutton’s titular “saycred laydy” is both the Statue of Liberty and the Puerto Rican woman, who must struggle against the twin forces of colonialism and sexism; both of these figures are bridged in the book’s references to Puerto Rican nationalist icon Lolita Lebrón. The book’s rhetorical force is fueled by experiments with layout and spelling that, as in Williams, read both as avant-garde experiments and as attempts to engage with a complex tug of allegiances. Here, Sutton mashes the “Star-Spangled Banner” and “My Country, ‘Tis of Thee” into something that sounds like heavily-accented Latino English (“ju LAY”); in the process, her wordplay performs a feminist critique (e.g. highlighting the “hee” in “thee”):


      
        Oh Say can ju LAY

(not see)

my countree tis

of t hee


(Sutton 1975: 11)

      

      
Although the Nuyorican and Chicano Movements were concentrated in the Northeast and the West and Southwest respectively, there were important Latino/a poets at work in other parts of the country. Chicago especially was (and remains) a hub for Mexican-American, Puerto Rican, and other Latino/a poets. The diversity of Latino/a poetics in Chicago was documented in the 1977 Nosotros anthology, a special issue of Kanellos’s Revista Chicano-Riqueña edited by Chicago Puerto Rican poet David Hernández. Hernández’s own work, both in print and as the frontman of Street Sounds, an ensemble that fuses spoken word, Afro-Latin, folk, and jazz elements, is yet another instance of how poetry mattered as a social and aesthetic force in the shaping and rethinking of Latino/a identities (Zimmerman 2011).

      The early 1980s are a period of transition. On the one hand, there is a conservative turn in US politics corresponding with the dilution of the Chicano and Nuyorican Movements after years of government persecution and internal fissures. On the other hand, there is an explosion of Latino/a authors representing a breadth and diversity of styles, backgrounds, and geographies. As more Latinos/as have access to college (partly as a result of the struggles of the 1960s Latino/a social, cultural, and student movements), and as creative writing programs become more commonplace, Latinos/as begin to enter the literary mainstream. Immigration from other countries (among them the Dominican Republic) enriches the Latino literary landscape. As Raphael Dalleo and Elena Machado Sáez (2007) suggest, this “post-1960s” literary landscape is characterized by the emergence of a Latino/a canon. Latino/a literature, then, is no longer about a specific political struggle; instead, it reflects an array of experiences and aesthetics. For instance, there are esteemed poets such as Gloria Vando or Evangelina Vigil-Piñón, who are culturally New York Puerto Rican and Mexican-American respectively, but whose writing reflects a diversity of themes, allegiances, and geographies. Whereas the Nuyorican and Chicano Movements of the 1960s and 1970s all too often marginalized women and homosexuals, in the last 30 years, many of the leading poets have been women (Cervantes, Esteves, Ana Castillo, Angela de Hoyos, Alma Luz Villanueva, Demetria Martínez, Silvia Curbelo, Lucha Corpi, Pat Mora, Lourdes Vázquez, Nancy Mercado, and Sarah Cortez, to name but a few) and/or LGBT/queer (among them Francisco X. Alarcón, Jaime Manrique, Luz María Umpierre, Aurora Levins Morales, Alicia Gaspar de Alba, Rafael Campo, Rane Arroyo, Rigoberto González, and Steven Córdova).

      In the 1980s, poets from outside the historical Nuyorican and Chicano enclaves (such as the Puerto Rico-born and Georgia-raised Judith Ortiz Cofer) begin to achieve national, and even international, recognition. Eventually, by the turn of the millennium, numerous Latino/a poets will be recognized for a variety of major poetry awards, among them Cuban-American poet Dionisio D. Martínez (1999 National Poetry Series selection for Climbing Back), Mexican-Americans Alberto Ríos (2002 National Book Award finalist for The Smallest Muscle in the Human Body) and Juan Felipe Herrera (2008 National Book Critics Circle Award in Poetry for Half the World in Light), and Brooklyn-born Puerto Rican Martín Espada (finalist for the 2007 Pulitzer Prize for The Republic of Poetry). While most of these poets are currently university professors, many of them also cultivate a social voice that goes beyond the academy; Espada, for instance, is a former tenant lawyer whose work evokes that of Chilean poet Pablo Neruda, while Herrera is a poet and performance artist with roots in the Chicano Movement.

      Cuban-American poets have played a key role in the development of Latino/a poetry over the past decades. Cuban poetry in the United States stretches back to Martí, and to the Cuban enclaves in nineteenth-century New York City, but it has evolved distinct diasporic traditions over the past half-century with the growth of the Cuban-American community. Many Cuban poets are the children of exile, of those who left or were forced to flee the island after the Cuban Revolution. Some poets experienced this exile first-hand, while others are the US-born children of Cuban parents. As noted in the Norton Anthology, the poet Pablo Medina is perhaps paradigmatic; the themes of memory and home that cut through his poetry will recur in the work of later poets such as Virgil Suárez, Richard Blanco, and Sandra M. Castillo. Cuban-American poets have written forcefully and movingly about the experience of displacement and the condition of exile, as in the work of Dionisio D. Martínez, Carolina Hospital, and Ricardo Pau-Llosa. In both his scholarly works and in poetry collections such as Bilingual Blues (1995), poet and critic Gustavo Pérez Firmat has long explored the contradictions and complexities of living in what he calls the “hyphen” (Pérez Firmat: 1994) that links Cuban-Americans to their island of origins and to the US. Two of the most distinctive Cuban-American poets engage with poetic form, in wildly divergent ways, in an attempt to score a variety of experiences and imaginaries. Adrián Castro’s poetry is a potent and fluid fusion of English, Spanish, and Afro-Cuban language and culture whose diasporic displacements are somewhat reminiscent of the work of Víctor Hernández Cruz. Rafael Campo works in classical forms such as the sonnet, exploring difficult questions about the body, loss, family, and the ravages of AIDS. The thematic breadth of Campo’s work is matched by his dialogues with a variety of international poetry traditions.

      Dominican-American poetry is shaped partly by the transnational movement of Dominicans back and forth between the Dominican Republic and the US and by the diasporic cultures they have developed in the US, processes analyzed by scholars such as Jorge Duany (2011) and Silvio Torres-Saillant (1999), among others. There is a long and complex history between the two countries: the US occupied the Dominican Republic twice in the twentieth century (1916–24 and 1965–66), and over the past decades, Dominicans have been settling in large numbers, first in the New York area, but also more recently in Massachusetts, Florida, and elsewhere. These spatial and temporal shifts lend Dominican-American poetry a characteristic complexity. Some authors, such as Sherezada “Chiqui” Vicioso, Franklin Gutiérrez, and Alexis Gómez Rosa, are primarily identified with the Dominican Republic and write mostly in Spanish, while others, such as New York-born Julia Alvarez, have become leading figures in the US Latino literary canon. Alvarez is best known as a novelist, but she is also an esteemed and influential poet. Her famed and often anthologized poem “Bilingual Sestina” recasts a difficult medieval form into a meditation on the nuances of speaking, writing, and belonging across languages, cultures and geographies. The first stanza of the sestina sets the tone:


      
        Some things I have to say aren’t getting said

in this snowy, blond, blue-eyed, gum chewing English,

dawn’s early light sifting through the persianas closed

the night before by dark-skinned girls whose words

evoke cama, aposento, sueños in nombres

from that first world I can’t translate from Spanish.


(in Stavans 2010: 1750).

      

      A similar recasting of poetic form occurs in Rhina P. Espaillat’s “Bilingual/Bilingüe,” a series of heroic couplets that incorporate parenthetical Spanish words and phrases. Both poems cleverly use enjambment as a way of blurring the boundaries between cultures and languages, revealing the complexity of both. (Espaillat has also translated her own sonnets while preserving the rhyme and meter.) These poets’ tweaking of conventional European forms contrasts with the Nuyorican and Chicano Movements, which often veered between postmodernist forms and folk or vernacular idioms. The performance artist and poet Josefina Báez works across and along English and Spanish, writing, publishing, and staging performance texts, such as the landmark Dominicanish (2000), steeped in the spoken word, dance, and various non-Western spiritual traditions. Her work in some ways recalls the irreverent Afrodiasporic sensibility of Nuyorican poet Tato Laviera, with whom she has collaborated at various times. Over the past two decades, the poet Marianela Medrano has published various bilingual editions of her work, which addresses questions of spirituality and healing, often with an Afro-diasporic, feminist sensibility.

      The newest generations of Latino/a poets reflect the increasing variety and diversity of both contemporary poetry and contemporary Latino/a identities. A poet such as Aracelis Girmay, author of the poetry collection Teeth (2007), works in a variety of forms, from the sestina to the spoken word, embracing the richness of her Puerto Rican, African-American, and Eritrean heritage, and her California upbringing. In the poem “Hyena, Hyena,” which alludes to a Bole folktale, Girmay maps a trans-national social body through shimmering synaesthesias:


      
        Crawl down, crawl down like this.

Howl with me.

We two be the stench of corporal light, yes,

your tongue

is reason

for noise.


(Girmay 2007: 43)

      

      
Elsewhere in the book, Girmay captures the urban rhythms of the Lower East Side (“Loisaida”) in lines and images that would fit in the Nuyorican tradition, from “the bass of basketballs” to “a bicycle-pack posse of dons & abuelos” (Girmay 2007: 51). Similarly, the Afro-Chicano poet John Murillo, author of Up Jump The Boogie (2010), rethinks form from a hip-hop-inspired vernacular, producing a poetry that is at once high literary and attuned, often critically, to popular culture, and to the shifts and fissures of identity in a techno-globalized culture. The influence of hip-hop can be traced back to the 1990s, to the rise of slam and rap poetry. Spaces such as the Nuyorican Poets Café have become hubs for these new performance poetries (Noel 2011). A number of important recent Latino/a poets – such as Edwin Torres, Tomás Riley (member of the guerrilla performance collective The Taco Shop Poets), Brenda Cárdenas, and Willie Perdomo (whose press, Cypher Books, publishes Murillo, among other innovative emerging poets) – are equally at home on the page and on the stage, innovative performers who also publish esteemed books of poetry that draw equally from contemporary spoken word, from Nuyorican and
Chicano performance cultures, and from various other literary and performance traditions. Other performance-identified poets include Mariposa, Mayda del Valle, La Bruja, The Welfare Poets, Joaquín Zihuatanejo, and Carlos Andrés Gómez.

      Some emerging Latino/a poets, such as Blas Falconer, María Meléndez, Naomi Ayala, Paul Martínez Pompa, and Carmen Giménez Smith bring fresh approaches to lyric or narrative modes while exploring issues such as memory, gender and sexuality, and the body. The work of Meléndez, Martínez Pompa, Giménez Smith, Valerie Martínez, Emmy Pérez, and J. Michael Martínez (author of Heredities, winner of the Walt Whitman Award of the Academy of American Poets) among others, can be seen as engaging with a tradition of Chicano/a poetic auto-ethnography that dates back at least to Anzaldúa. There are also important Latino/a experimental poets such as Rodrigo Toscano, Roberto Tejada, Mónica de la Torre, Gabriel Gómez, Roberto Harrison, Rosa Alcalá, and the aforementioned Edwin Torres, many of whom fuse Anglo-European and Latino/a, border, Caribbean, or hemispheric aesthetics and imaginaries. In the twenty-first century, the term “Latino/a poet” applies equally well to Emanuel Xavier (a Brooklyn-born gay poet and spoken-word artist of Ecuadorian and Puerto Rican descent) or to California-born New York-based Mexican-American poet Ada Limón (whose ruminative and daydreaming poems perfectly capture the nuances of dislocation) as it does to poets working within the Nuyorican or Chicano traditions or within the literary mainstream. A number of the aforementioned poets are included in poet Francisco Aragón’s anthology The Wind Shifts: New Latino Poetry (2007), a book whose very title indicates the new contours of the Latino/a poetic landscape. Much of this poetry also circulates in little magazines such as Elena Minor’s Los Angeles-based PALABRA: A Magazine of Chicano & Latino Literary Art or on the internet, in online journals such as Acentos Review or in projects such as Breach Press and its accompanying email list LaChiPo, and sustains itself through alternative poetry organizations such as the aforementioned Acentos and the Austin-based CantoMundo. Given the myriad identities and forms available to Latino/a poets in the present day, it is hard to isolate a common Latino/a sensibility or aesthetic. Still, in print and in performance, across languages and cultures, onstage or online, today’s Latino/a poets continue the difficult and rewarding work of their forebears, as they document the complexities of being and belonging.

      US Latino/a poetry presents a curious paradox: despite its relative (compared to fiction) commercial and institutional invisibility, it has been central to Latino artistic and social movements, and to the development of Latino studies as a field. Early Latino/a studies scholars, from Bruce-Novoa to Aparicio, looked to specific poets in formulating their influential theories of Spanglish and interlingual writing, while the gradual yet definitive move towards hemispheric, transnational, and diasporic frameworks (evident in the work of critics as diverse as Juan Flores, Silvio Torres-Saillant, Ricardo L. Ortiz, and Marissa K. López) would have been impossible without the work of poets and performers such as Alurista, Tato Laviera, Josefina Báez, and Rafael Campo, whose complex poetics provided them with new avenues of critical inquiry. Latino/a poetry has often anticipated questions and concerns that would go on to be central to Latino literary and cultural studies; for instance, as I have argued elsewhere (Noel 2011), the tensions between the Latino barrio and the neoliberal lucidly diagnosed by Arlene Dávila in her groundbreaking 2004 book Barrio Dreams had already been powerfully conveyed in the poems Willie Perdomo was writing and performing in the late 1990s and early 2000s.

      Over the past two decades, new voices have enriched the Latino/a poetic landscape, yet these remain largely outside the emerging Latino/a canon – the Norton Anthology of Latino Literature, which I have largely followed in assembling this chronology, contains no more than a handful of poets who emerged after 1990 (although Perdomo is among that handful). Yet it is partly this paradoxical position that allows US Latino/a poetry to continue its investigations into self and other, community and institution, language both localized and in transnational circulation. In this sense, perhaps institutional invisibility comes with the (borderless) territory; poetry matters partly because it can articulate a Latino reality beyond the marketable identities of our multicultural present. As Julia Alvarez puts it: “Some things I have to say aren’t getting said.”
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      Central to Latino/a studies scholarship is the idea that there is no singular Latino/a experience. In fact, Chicanos/as, Cuban-Americans, Puerto Ricans, Dominicans, Central Americans, and others with roots in Latin America often share more in common with Anglos than with other Latino/a groups. These complicated aspects of panethnic identity are compounded when we consider literary history and traditions. Because Latino/a novels do not encompass a single literary trajectory, a comparative perspective offers a more productive approach. A comparative approach reveals how many Latino/a novels evidence resistant relationships with mainstream US culture. In what follows, I outline basic definitions of the novel genre and consider how Latinos/as employ the form to articulate oppositional politics. I then analyze a series of Latino/a novels according to three rough periods to provide a literary history of Latino/a novelistic production since the late 1950s and early 1960s.

      While each group’s historical relationship with the US nation-state is distinct, Latinos/as are often impacted by racism, economic disempowerment, and reduced life chances. This is not, however, to say that all Latino/a groups experience disempowerment equally. Indeed, there is a growing Latino/a middle-class in the US. Moreover some groups, such as Cuban-Americans, constitute a relatively privileged class of Latinos/as, occupying powerful political positions in places like Dade County, Florida. Yet given the socioeconomic realities of many Latinos/as and the persistence of racialization, it is no surprise that many Latino/a authors represent oppositional politics in their literary texts. As Lizabeth Paravisini-Gebert (1993: 211) observes, Latino/a novels “share a focus on … political activities and on the implications of their varied political ideologies in determining their sense of personal and social identity.” Latino/a novels are thus linked by thematic and narrative concerns with social and political justice.

      So what is a novel? The scholarly consensus holds that the novel is primarily a prose narrative form. To distinguish it from other prose forms – such as short stories, novellas, and essays – scholars point to the novel’s fictive orientation and length. Novels are thus book-length, fictive narratives. Although novels have circulated for more than 300 years, scholars such as Benedict Anderson (1983) and Franco Moretti (2008) tie the increasing importance of the novel to the development of mass literacy and consumer culture that accompanied the formation of middle classes. Moreover, the rise of the novel coincides with the development of the nation-state as a primary mode of political organization (as opposed to older political modes such as feudalism) from the late eighteenth through the nineteenth centuries. Of key importance to my analysis of contemporary Latino/a novels is that literary scholars have tied the rise of the novel to the development of particular class and political formations. One important idea is that the novel often functions as a space to imagine alternative political and social realities.

      Much Latino/a literary criticism is dedicated to understanding how oppositional representations are deployed in Latino/a novels. For example, Lisa Sánchez González (2001a: 102) argues that Boricua (a popular term for Puerto Ricans derived from the Taíno name for the island, Borinquen) texts “are characterized by progressive and even radical social, historical, and philosophical critique.” Similarly, Ramón Saldívar (1990: 10) asserts that Chicano/a narratives constitute “a corpus of texts” that foreground “political, economic, and racial oppression.” While Sánchez González and Saldívar write about different populations, they emphasize how Latino/a novels offer correctives to mainstream historical and literary accounts. A distinguishing feature of the novels I consider is thus an oppositional relationship with the US nation-state and an elaboration of individual and social political identities.

      What, then, is a Latino/a novel? Latino/a novels are sustained, fictive prose texts written by US Chicanos/as, Puerto Ricans, Dominicans, Cubans, Central or South Americans, or others with roots in Latin America. While many important Latino/a novels are brief, they offer book-length narrative engagements with their subjects. The novels I consider are written in English, but there are important Spanish-language Latino/a novels by authors such as Rolando Hinojosa and Tomás Rivera. There are also novels by authors such as Junot Díaz and Ana Castillo who use Spanish and English interchangeably, as well as figures such as Julia Alvarez and Sandra Cisneros who make use of bilingual “code-switching” (the practice of alternating between Spanish and English inter- or intrasententially). While many Latino/a texts are stylistically influenced by Latin American narrative traditions – especially magical realism (the blending of magical or fantastical elements within a realistic setting) and the “Boom” novels of the 1960s and 1970s – Latino/a novels are distinct in their focus on Latino/a history and culture in the US. Consequently, while Latino/a novels may document settings, historical situations, characters, or events in Latin America, these aspects are frequently tied to Latino/a history and culture in the US.

      Although the roots of Latino/a literature date to the colonial period in the Americas (Acosta-Belén 2005), it is not until the last third of the twentieth century that a sustained novel tradition emerges in the United States. Novels such as María Amparo Ruiz de Burton’s The Squatter and the Don (originally published in 1885), Américo Paredes’s George Washington Gómez: A Mexicotexan Novel (published in 1990, but written during the 1930s), and Josefina Niggli’s Mexican Village (1994; originally published in 1945) anticipate the concerns of contemporary Latino/a texts. Yet I focus on novels written in English after 1960 for two reasons. First, due in part to demographic changes in Latino/a populations like increasing waves of immigration from Latin America, the rise of Latino/a middle classes, and the increase in English-dominant and bilingual Latinos/as, there has been a substantial increase in Latino/a novelistic production since the 1960s. Second, a significant majority of these novels are written in English, suggesting an engagement with a larger US literary tradition.

       It is, however, important to note that this engagement with US literature does not suggest that Latino/a novels merely recapitulate the styles and forms of mainstream US authors. Indeed, Latino/a novels often innovate, and in some cases diverge from, mainstream literature by cross-cutting literary traditions from the US, the Caribbean, and Latin America, as well as the unique cultural and historical situations of each Latino/a group. For example, the displacement of Mexican communities in what became the Southwestern US after 1848, the historically porous nature of the US-Mexico border, and circular patterns of migration in contemporary Chicano/a communities have given rise to a borderlands consciousness (a synthesis of historical and cultural connections that encompass both sides of the US-Mexico border) in Chicano/a novels. These stylistic and narrative renovations often manifest in formal qualities that include interchanging Spanish and English, experimenting with revisionist historical narratives, and emphasizing border-crossing settings and situations. Similarly, many Puerto Rican narratives focus on racialization and questions of social justice in inner-city neighborhoods due in part to the history of migration to/from the Northeast, as well as the ongoing colonial situation on the island. Accordingly, many Puerto Rican novels offer linear and realist novels that engage the social protest tradition in US literature. Likewise, many Central American and Dominican narratives focus on processing traumatic political events that lead to diasporas in the United States. While these broad historical strokes do not account for the complexity of Latino/a novels, they underscore the stylistic and generic innovations that have emerged from each historical and cultural circumstance.

      In the remainder of this chapter, I examine Latino/a novels according to three rough periods: the generation of the 1960s and 1970s, the “post-1960s” literature of the 1980s and 1990s, and the new-millennial writings of the last decade. I point to broad trends in narrative, stylistic, and political strategies in these novels. While this catalog is wide-ranging, the proliferation of novels published after 2000 makes it impossible to provide a comprehensive account in a short essay. As such, this analysis merely provides an invitation to explore the diversity of Latino/a novels.

    

    
      
        The generation of the 1960s and 1970s: The bildungsroman and ghetto fiction
      

      Late twentieth-century Latino/a novels emerged out of the crucible of the Civil Rights and farmworker struggles of the 1950s and 1960s. As Lisa Sánchez González (2001a: 103) describes, these novels offer “New School” perspectives that are “characteristically concerned with social justice,” but revolving “around more conventional genres, especially the novel, and more contemporary discourses of anticolonial resistance and civil rights.” Sánchez González makes a distinction between “Old School” narratives and genres such as the modernist poetry of William Carlos Williams, the collections and historical writings of Arturo Schomburg, and the children’s literature and library work of Pura Belpré. In contrast to the Old School, she uses the term New School to denote novels written by 1960s authors such as Piri Thomas and Nicholasa Mohr. In Sánchez González’s view, New School authors emphasize identity politics, anti-assimilation, and a rejection of conventional mores. Like other ethnic literary traditions of this period, New School novels focus on social realism, protest, and the effects of racism in Latino/a life.

      New School novels often adopted the bildungsroman, or novel depicting the growth and development of a protagonist, as a central narrative strategy. Mikhail Bakhtin (1986: 19) describes the bildungsroman as “the image of the man in the process of becoming in the novel.” For Bakhtin, the bildungrsoman documents the protagonist’s journey toward maturity. As I have analyzed in detail elsewhere (Vázquez 2011), numerous Latino/a novels of the 1960s and 1970s adopted the bildungsroman to autobiographical or semi-autobiographical novels. Many New School narratives are thus characterized by linear and realist autobiographical or semi-autobiographical narrative strategies that protest racism as an aspect of the protagonist’s journey.

      Along with the bildungsroman, many New School novels were set in the inner-city, giving rise to ghetto fiction. While the two forms often worked in concert, ghetto novels depict the protagonist’s experiences of poverty, racism, and social injustice, especially the institutional and social costs of life in the city. At times, ghetto novels also engage other racialized groups, especially African-Americans. Beyond setting, however, both the ghetto novel and the bildungsroman tend to be oriented around realist frameworks that protest the protagonist’s conditions of oppression. They engage an older US literary tradition, the social protest novel and its elaborations by authors such as Harriet Beecher Stowe, Upton Sinclair, John Steinbeck, and Richard Wright.

      Hailed as the first contemporary Chicano/a novel, José Antonio Villarreal’s semi-autobiographical novel Pocho (1959) offers an example of the bildungsroman. Pocho, a slang term for Chicanos/as perceived as assimilationists or “sellouts,” emphasizes the tension between Mexican nationals and native US Chicanos/as. Written in English and chronicling migrant farmworkers in California, the novel establishes many trends in New School novels. Set in Depression-era California, Pocho documents the formation of protagonist Richard Rubio and his struggles growing up Chicano. Among his struggles are tensions between his parents’ traditions and his acculturation in the US, his desire to become educated, and his quest to become a writer. As Francisco Lomelí (1993: 88) notes, Pocho argues that “people of Mexican descent have a rightful place they can claim their own that is both Mexican and Anglo American, which Chicanos synthesize in varying degrees.” Pocho thus adopts the bildungsroman to valorize the experiences of Chicanos/as, while resisting the marginalization of farmworkers. It blends Mexican and US cultural and novelistic traditions to construct an aesthetic consciousness unique to Chicanos/as.

      Puerto Rican Piri Thomas’s Down These Mean Streets (1967) also employs the bildungsroman, but from a ghetto novel perspective. Another autobiographical narrative registering resistance to racialization, Down These Mean Streets synthesizes a Nuyorican (New York Puerto Rican) literary identity. Narrated in interlocking vignettes, the novel invokes earlier Puerto Rican ghetto narratives such as Pedro Juan Soto’s short story collection Spiks, as well as African-American narratives such as Claude Brown’s Manchild in the Promised Land and The Autobiography of Malcolm X. Down These Mean Streets details the protagonist, Piri’s, coming of age in Spanish Harlem. Piri’s status as a dark-skinned Puerto Rican stages important dialogs that complicate syncretic notions of identity on the mainland and island. Contrary to the one-drop rule of racial admixture in the United States (the idea that one drop of black blood codes one African-American) and ideas of harmonious racial mixing in Puerto Rico, Piri struggles with being Afro-Latino: he is “hung up on the two sticks” (Thomas 1967: 178) of whiteness and blackness. As Marta Caminero-Santangelo (2007: 52) suggests, Piri “must learn the ‘lessons’ of racial identity suppressed by his family and its narrated myths of origin” and “embrace a construction of Puerto Rican racial identity that acknowledges a common ‘peoplehood’ with African Americans.” This refusal to repudiate neither his black nor his Puerto Rican identities anticipates concerns that were central to Puerto Rican activists and writers like the Young Lords Party and Nuyorican Poets.

      Another author engaging inner-city representations and alternative political identities was Chicano Oscar “Zeta” Acosta. Like Villarreal and Thomas, Acosta’s novels The Autobiography of a Brown Buffalo (1972) and The Revolt of the Cockroach People (1973), both reprinted in 1989 (see Acosta 1989a; 1989b), offer autobiographical narratives that chronicle the protagonist’s (variously known as Oscar, Zeta, and Brown Buffalo) struggle to assume a radical, Chicano identity. Beginning with The Autobiography of a Brown Buffalo, the novels parallel Acosta’s life, including Zeta’s childhood in California, his time in the US Air Force, his early legal career (Acosta was also an important lawyer and activist), his period of “dropping out,” and his rebirth as a Chicano – literally crossing the border from Ciudad Juárez. In The Revolt of the Cockroach People, Zeta is radicalized through his involvement with the Chicano Movement and his engagement with vatos locos (Chicano gang members and street hustlers), figures who are significant to Acosta because of their self-conscious estrangement from both mainstream culture and Chicano/a elites. Key to both novels is their use of the “gonzo journalism” style Acosta pioneered with Hunter S. Thompson. Shimberlee Jirón-King (2008: 7) explains that gonzo journalism emphasizes visceral reaction over objectivity and authorial insight and interpretation over disinterested accounts. By deploying gonzo journalism, Acosta’s novels offer narrative experiments that trouble the objectivity of journalism, while also grounding fiction in verifiable experience.

      As the 1970s progressed, political radicalism began to transform into spiritual and mythical quests for identity. For many Chicanos/as this quest manifested in representations of Aztlán, the mythical homeland of the Aztecs. According to myth, Aztec ancestors migrated from what is now the US Southwest (known as Aztlán) to the present location of Mexico City. Novels such as Rudolfo Anaya’s Bless Me, Ultima (1972) and Heart of Aztlán (1976) figure the presence of Chicanos/as in the Southwest as a return to Aztlán. Bless Me, Ultima – now standard reading in Chicano studies and multicultural literature courses – details nine-year-old Antonio Marez’s relationship with the curandera (medicine woman) Ultima and his process of maturation. Heart of Aztlán similarly valorizes Chicano/a folklore by blending myth, spirituality, religion, and technology as it documents Clemente Chávez and his family’s struggles to survive urban life in Albuquerque, New Mexico. Of central importance is Anaya’s blending of myth, spirituality, and traditional narrative to theorize a potential antidote to corrupting influences in Chicano/a urban life.

      While New School narratives offered radical visions of Latino/a politics, they also suffered from sexism and homophobia. Marta Sánchez (2005: 41–42) argues that authors such as Acosta and Thomas secure oppositional identities through assertions of patriarchy that marginalize women and gays and lesbians. As the 1970s progressed, Latinas and queer Latino/a authors offered correctives to patriarchal narratives. For example, Puerto Rican Nicholasa Mohr employed the bildungsroman for feminist ends in her semi-autobiographical novel Nilda (1973). Written as a female antidote to Thomas’s Down These Mean Streets, Nilda turns the ghetto novel on its head by documenting a young girl growing up in El Barrio (Spanish Harlem) during the 1940s. Like Thomas’s work, Nilda critiques the institutionalized racism that Nilda and her family experience in their interactions with the education system, government services, and the police. But where Thomas’s novel features a masculinist character engaged in individual struggle, Nilda portrays inner-city Puerto Rican neighborhoods as “safe havens that nurtured young people like Nilda despite the aura of negativity surrounding them” (García 2005).

      Although John Rechy’s novels have been considered examples of gay and lesbian fiction, he identifies himself as a Chicano writer. Frederick Aldama (2005: 48) argues that Rechy’s self-fashioning as a “literary saboteur” enables him to reimagine “an otherwise essentialized and/or neglected queer Chicano/a identity and experience.” Among his many novels are City of Night (1963), Numbers (1967), The Sexual Outlaw (1977), and The Miraculous Day of Amalia Gómez (1991). With the exception of Amalia Gómez, which focuses on a middle-aged Chicana, Rechy’s semi-autobiographical novels feature male protagonists in inner-city locations who defy conventional morality in their quest for a liberating homosexual identity. Often stylistically and narratively innovative, Rechy’s work combines realism, fantasy, and social protest in an unflinching analysis of homosexual street life. While the explicit subject matter and graphic homosexual sex in his novels have caused somewhat of a sensation, scholars like Juan Bruce-Novoa (1988), Rafael Pérez-Torres (1994), and Aldama have made strong cases for considering Rechy as a Latino author.

    

    
      
        “Post-1960s” novels: The expansion of the Latino/a canon and the rise of multiculturalism
      

      While New School narratives are revered for their anti-establishment politics and realism, a subsequent generation began to expand the thematic and political landscape of Latino/a novels in the 1980s and 1990s. As Lizabeth Paravisini-Gebert (1993: 221) suggests, this generation began to critique ghetto realism, advocating instead undermining “the system’s foundations from within.” Moreover, due to changing markets and the rise of multiculturalism, many Latino/a authors were increasingly met with mainstream literary success. The scholarly reception of many post-1960s texts is therefore marked by a tension between celebrating the growth of Latino/a novels and criticizing market success and the potential for “selling out.”

      Raphael Dalleo and Elena Machado Sáez (2007: 2–3) recuperate post-1960s literature, while being careful not to overemphasize market popularity. Their work provides a helpful critical lens through which oppositional politics in late twentieth-century Latino/a literature become visible. Thus, while 1960s and 1970s writers often appear “progressive and confrontational because of their rejection of the market and alignment with the ghetto,” much “recent Latino/a literature imagines creative ways to rethink the relationship between a politics of social justice and market popularity.”

      Puerto Rican Ed Vega explores tensions between ghetto realism and alternative political identities in The Comeback (1985). The Comeback parodies the bildungsroman by focusing on protagonist Frank Garboil’s (a half-Puerto Rican, half-Eskimo ice hockey player and economics professor) struggles to consolidate an authentic ethnic identity. Influenced by his Puerto Rican girlfriend Maritza Soto’s embrace of ethnic nationalism, the novel explores questions of essentialist identity, repudiating over-identification with political ideology. Vega explores political content through a pastiche of literary and popular genres, including the picaresque (episodic adventures of a roguish hero), science fiction, detective fiction, and ethnic autobiography. By deploying multiple genres and a satiric tone, Vega, like African-American novelist Ishmael Reed, complicates and questions the rigid essentialism of ethnic power politics.

      In addition to rejecting ghetto fiction, feminist and queer authors continued to critique patriarchal and heterosexist culture. For example, Sandra Cisneros’s The House on Mango Street (1984) met with both critical and mainstream success. The House on Mango Street details Esperanza, an adolescent, inner-city Chicana in Chicago. Constructed of interlocking vignettes, and oriented around a minimalist style that recalls poetic language, the novel experiments with form and content to produce a lyrical account of Esperanza’s coming of age. Central to Cisneros’s vision is the novel’s critical view of patriarchal norms that marginalize Esperanza. Consequently, while Esperanza dreams of leaving Mango Street for an education and a stable economic life, she recognizes her filial ties to the community and her need to return to the barrio to help women and girls like herself. Furthermore, the novel deals explicitly with sex and sexuality. Ranging from Esperanza’s sexual awakening via puberty, to the consequences of her sexual assault, The House on Mango Street intervenes in patriarchal discourses in Latino novels that render women silent victims, passive maternal figures, or traitors.

      This questioning of sexual mores came to be a significant theme taken up by gay and lesbian Latino/a authors such as Chicano Arturo Islas and Cuban-American Achy Obejas. Islas’s 1984 novel The Rain God portrays a Mexican border family struggling with issues of race, sexuality, and identity. While, as Ricardo L. Ortiz (2007b: 401) notes, Isla’s novel is “frustratingly closety,” it does represent gay, Chicano subjectivity in a sustained way. In contrast to John Rechy’s estranged Chicano characters, Islas’s protagonist Miguel Chico lives at a distance from his family in El Paso, but is represented as an integrated member of his Chicano community. Islas thus interrogates both the ethnic protest novel and the implicit assumptions of patriarchal family life in Chicano/a communities. Obejas’s novel Memory Mambo (1996) tells the story of Juani Casas, a Cuban-American lesbian in Chicago. As the title indicates, Obejas’s central concern is the nature of memory and history for exiled Cuban-Americans. Kate McCollough (2000: 581) observes that the novel “foregrounds memory as a structuring device … and links it thematically to the exile experience and the past/place of Cuba.” Juani’s crises revolve around several issues, including preserving her and her family’s connection to Cuba through memory, suppressing her recollection of a traumatic break-up with her lover, and critiquing domestic violence and physical abuse in both heterosexual and homosexual relationships. Unlike the nostalgic longing for pre-revolutionary Cuba that characterizes many Cuban-American communities, Abejas’s novel is critical of the oligarchic social order that led to Castro’s 1959 revolution. Like The Rain God, Memory Mambo also “demonstrates that even the formulation of sexual orientation … is interwoven with and produced out of colonial matrices” (McCollough 2000: 579). Obejas thus questions patriarchal gender norms that result in violence against Latinas.

      Beyond questioning gender and sexuality, many post-1960s texts engaged suppressed or traumatic histories in both Latin America and the US. Authors such as Cuban-American Cristina García, Dominican Julia Alvarez, and Guatemalan Héctor Tobar, employed historical fiction to counter mainstream accounts of Latin America, while also disrupting stereotypes about Latino/a exiles. García deals with questions of nostalgia, memory, and belonging in Dreaming in Cuban (1992) by portraying divergent and generational ideological perspectives on the Cuba-US relationship, Castro and the Revolution, and communism from both island and Cuban-American perspectives. An experimental narrative combining episodic vignettes with magical realism, Dreaming in Cuban focuses on three generations of women separated by Castro’s Revolution. While much of the narrative focuses on the primary protagonist Pilar Puente (whose surname means bridge in Spanish), an aspiring artist and musician, the use of magical realism allows García to posit a different historical trajectory that disrupts Cold War binaries that isolate Cuba and Cuban-Americans. Throughout the novel, Pilar bridges the perspectives represented by her grandmother Celia, who remains in Cuba and is committed to the Revolution, with her mother Lourdes’s fervent anti-communism in the US. Pilar must also adjust to the no-less patriarchal, but somewhat more enabling artistic climate of the US. While some critics have hailed the novel as a positive exploration of transnational and migratory subjectivities, as evidenced by Pilar’s recuperative journey to Cuba at the end of the narrative, others, like Elena Machado Sáez (2005: 131) argue that Dreaming in Cuban moves “beyond … a merely positive recuperation of identity to … implications regarding the possibilities for cultural production and creativity within a global market.”

      Julia Alvarez’s novels provide a corrective history of the Dominican Republic – especially Rafael Trujillo’s brutal 31-year dictatorship. While Alvarez explores Dominican history in her autobiographical novels How the García Girls Lost Their Accents (1991) and ¡Yo! (1997), her most sustained analysis of the Trujillo regime comes in In the Time of the Butterflies (1994). In the Time of the Butterflies chronicles anti-Trujillista activists Minerva, María Teresa, and Patria Mirabal, codenamed las mariposas (the butterflies), who were murdered by the regime in 1960. Perhaps the most intriguing aspect of In the Time of the Butterflies is that the novel invokes real historical figures, only to reimagine them from a feminist perspective informed by both Alvarez’s island and mainland experiences. In this sense, Alvarez participates in a larger tradition of feminist narrative renovations of the historical novel in the Caribbean by authors such as Jean Rhys, Maryse Condé, and Edwidge Danticat. Narrated retrospectively from 1943 until 1960, the novel shifts between the women’s perspectives, including Minerva’s first-person, realist narrative, María Teresa’s epistolary (novel in letters) diary entries, and Patria’s liberation theology. Ellen McCracken (1999: 84) points out that In the Time of the Butterflies functions as “a kind of collective autobiography or testimonio” that tells Alvarez’s “first country’s political history through important female political icons.” The novel thus recasts the tragedies of Trujillo as a consequence of both US intervention and patriarchal and misogynist culture on the island. While Alvarez has been criticized for sanitizing the history of the Dominican Republic by denying race and the role of the working class (the Mirabal sisters were upper-class white women), scholars such as Dalleo and Machado Sáez (2007: 133–4) emphasize Alvarez’s “consideration of political commitment as a new source of content and authority.”

      Héctor Tobar’s The Tattooed Soldier (1998) tells the story of Antonio Bernal, a former Guatemalan university student who has emigrated to the United States after the murder of his wife and son at the hands of a Guatemalan death squad. Antonio is haunted by the events of the Guatemalan Civil War that ran from 1960 to 1996, especially the activities of right-wing death squads that sought to eliminate political opposition by disappearing, torturing, and murdering suspected insurgents. After his family’s murder and a series of financial and emotional collapses, Antonio finds himself homeless in inner-city Los Angeles. Significantly, Tobar’s depiction of Antonio’s homeless encampment likens US political intervention in Central America with the economic conditions that lead to homelessness in the United States: “Refugees. That was the term for people who lived like this, in makeshift tents, on barren ground” (Tobar 1998: 41). Capitalizing on genres such as the political thriller, detective novel, and ghetto novel, as well as journalistic accounts of the inner-city (Tobar won a Pulitzer Prize for his Los Angeles Times coverage of the 1992 LA riots), Antonio discovers that the murderer of his family, Guillermo Longoria, is also living in Los Angeles. Tobar alternates the novel’s perspectives between Antonio, Longoria, and to a lesser extent Antonio’s murdered wife Elena. As Ricardo L. Ortiz (2008: 21) notes, the novel avoids sentimentality in its treatment of the homeless, as well as Antonio’s brutal quest for vengeance. Moreover, as Marta Caminero-Santangelo (2009: 174) suggests, The Tattooed Soldier troubles the idea of simple panethnic solidarity between Latinos/as, based in part on its rejection of “affective ‘transnationalism’.”

    

    
      
        New millennial narratives: Coupling social justice with postmodern form
      

      The first decade of the new millennium saw major expansions in the thematic and formal aspects, as well as the market popularity of Latino/a novels. While established Latino/a novelists such as Sandra Cisneros, Judith Ortiz Cofer, Cristina García, Oscar Hijuelos, and Julia Alvarez, continued to produce exciting work, a new wave of Latino/a authors such as Dominicans Junot Díaz, Angie Cruz, and Nelly Rosario, Chicanos/as Yxta Maya Murray, Marta Acosta, and Salvador Plascencia, and Central Americans Sylvia Sellers-García and Francisco Goldman found new audiences by exploring innovative aesthetic paradigms that depart from traditional Latino/a cultural production. In particular, new-millennial Latino/a fiction often experiments with postmodern narrative strategies such as genre-mixing, shifts in time, and pastiche (a hodgepodge or imitation of styles). Distinct from mainstream postmodern authors who have been accused of creating apolitical novels, newmillennial Latino/a authors often recouple postmodern literary techniques with older – although not outmoded – models of social and political activism. Consequently, even though post-1960s authors such as Julia Alvarez, Cristina García, and Ed Vega employed postmodern literary techniques to interrogate 1960s paradigms, new-millennial Latino/a authors frequently reconnect postmodernism to concrete projects of social and political justice. They therefore link new-millennial narrative experimentation with projects of social justice expressed by 1960s authors.

      One example of new-millennial experimentation is Junot Díaz’s Pulitzer Prizewinning novel The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao (2007). Set in both Paterson, New Jersey and the Dominican Republic, Oscar Wao chronicles Oscar de León (dubbed Oscar Wao in Dominican slang because of his resemblance to a portrait of Oscar Wilde), a “ghetto nerd at the end of the world” (Díaz 2007: 11). Formally, the novel experiments with genre-blending (especially science fiction and comic books), shifts in time, and the commingling of high and low cultures (for example, the novel’s epigraphs from Stan Lee’s Fantastic Four comic books and Derek Walcott’s poem “The Schooner Flight”). The novel’s ostensible central concern is a mock-epic journey for Oscar to lose his virginity. But Díaz also provides a corrective historical account of the Trujillo regime and its legacies that recalls Julia Alvarez’s work. As the narrator explains, Trujillo was “our Sauron, our Arawn, our Darkseid, our Once and Future Dictator, a personaje so outlandish, so perverse, so dreadful that not even a sci-fi writer could have made his ass up” (Díaz 2007: 2). While the novel challenges the historical silence of Dominican history in the US, it also links the Dominican diaspora with the history of US intervention in Latin America and the longer history of African diasporic communities in the hemisphere. In this last sense, Díaz represents the characters’ dilemmas in Oscar Wao – both mock-epic and substantive – as emerging from the complex crucible of postcolonial, Afro-Caribbean history. As the opening lines of the novel suggest, the curse or “fukú” that plagues Oscar and the other characters comes “from Africa, carried in the screams of the enslaved” and “uttered just as one world perished and another began” (Díaz 2007: 1). From its opening pages, then, Díaz’s novel connects Dominican culture with African diaspora – and indeed Afro-Latino/a – consciousness, recalling the tradition of aligning African diasporic identities with those of Latinos/as in the United States established by figures such as Piri Thomas.

      Chicano Salvador Plascencia’s 2005 novel The People of Paper also experiments with postmodern narrative strategies, including as many as five columns per page, shifts in time, the redaction of sections of the text, the deployment of magical realism, and an engagement with popular culture figures – most notably Hollywood icon (and Chicana) Rita Hayworth. To the extent that the novel has a central axis of characters, it focuses on two protagonists: Federico de la Fe, a Mexican immigrant who loses his wife due to his enuresis (bed-wetting), and a character called Salvador Plascencia (alternatively known as Sal and Saturn) who mourns the loss of his girlfriend Liz. In parallel narratives, the novel explores the nature of love, loss, and their links to creativity, while also emphasizing the consequences of anti-immigrant sentiment and persistent racism in Chicano/a communities. Spectacularly innovative, the novel invests in numerous magical realist elements. For example, in the creation myth that opens the novel a woman made of origami is shaped from “spilling leaves of Austen and Cervantes, sheets from Leviticus and Judges” (Plascencia 2005: 15), offering a portrait of what Ramón Saldívar (2009: 4) describes as “the very stuff of magical realism” – literally the material representation of magical realist texts. Among the other magical realist elements are characters who die and are resurrected, a fleet of mechanical tortoises that populate the landscape, and a “war for volition, and against the commodification of sadness” (Plascencia 2005: 53) carried out by the characters against Saturn. Crucially, the war for volition symbolizes the persistence of social control enacted against Chicanos/as, offering an alternative model for social organizing that refuses to repudiate Civil Rights paradigms.

    

    
      
        Conclusion
      

      This essay has provided a brief overview of Latino/a novels published during the last 50 years. While there are no organic connections between these novels and authors, I have outlined broad trends in their subject matter and scholarly reception. Although my analysis is provisional, it is designed to provide a basic introduction to the field. Consequently, I point to an increasing – and increasingly complex – field of Latino/a novels that often express anti-colonial and anti-racist politics as central aspects of their narrative strategies.
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MEMOIR, AUTOBIOGRAPHY, TESTIMONIO

    
      Norma E. Cantú
    

    
      
        Introduction
      

      As a life-long reader of biographies, autobiographies, memoirs, testimonios, and what Gloria Anzaldúa called autohistorias, I expect certain features or characteristics of books that pretend to render a person’s life on the page. Certainly, I expect to situate the story in a time and space/place so that I have a sense of how the person’s life was shaped by the environment. As a creative writer of what I call auto-bioethnography, I am also interested in the cultural or ethnographic aspects of that life; furthermore, as a Chicana/Latina feminist scholar, I am also very much interested in life-writing that explores the intersections of oppressions in Latino/a communities. And finally, I expect such writings to offer a glimpse into someone’s life that will illuminate my own. Perhaps that is too much to ask as a reader, but I must say that I am not often disappointed and that most Latina/Chicana life stories meet my expectations. In writing this chapter, then, I present an exploration of the genre that I am calling life-writing. Because of my personal penchant for epistemologies born of experience, I examine the three main subgenres – autobiography, memoir, and testimonio – focusing on the contributions each makes to the overall development of Latina/Chicana literature. The autobioethnographic project, thus, emerges from theorizing and assessing knowledge formation from the author’s exploration of a self-folklore, that is a self-knowledge akin to what Anzaldúa called “autohistoriateoría”. As such, then, the life-writing genre, collectively framed as it is, adds to the body of knowledge gained from the folk, from the communities we inhabit as Latinas/Chicanas. In reading autobiographies, memoirs, and testimonios, I delve beyond the story of the life to that of the knowledge produced by living that life in a community, and specifically in the latinidades that we Latina/Chicana writers inhabit. I want to draw an important distinction within the life-writing genre and that is the person who is telling the story – if that person is an author who is in some way, setting the record straight, or offering his or her construction of a life as an author, it will invariably result in a much different narrative than if it is a non-academic, or a person not in the business of writing, as it were; this I have perceived in reading the autobiographies, memoirs, and testimonios of Latinos/as and Chicanos/as who come from the world of business or of medicine, for example, and those written by professional writers. In this brief essay, I limit my discussion to exploring works of autobiography, memoir, and testimonio as genres that constitute an important subsection of Latino/ a literature; focusing on these forms allows me to explore the particular sociopolitical conditions of the writers and the transnationality of the genres while also addressing issues of definition and classification and the larger literary and sociocultural aspects of life-writing. I argue that Latino/a and Chicano/a life-writing differs from that of more mainstream authors. Even as it adheres to the conventions of the genres, in general, I note that the dislocation of fixed boundaries and the nudging of the conventions adds to the development and enrichment of the genres of life-writing. But, before I begin my discussion of the genres and the themes and kinds of life-writing they constitute, I offer a brief discussion of the cataloging and defining of the genres, which includes a perfunctory discussion of the origins of such writing in the Americas.

    

    
      Definitions and categories

      The genres of life-writing – autobiography, memoir, and testimonio – can overlap and one could flippantly say that the definition and categorization of such writing is elusive. How such life stories are categorized intrigues me, and I find classifying and defining these genres can become problematic because of the polemic around where to situate the various voices vis-à-vis the traditional genres. Often, in the desire to establish definitions or boundaries for genres, scholars will focus on delimiting the life-writing genres and thus become exclusionary. These different genres have had an impact on multiple levels, to be sure, but for my purposes, it is the voices of subaltern subjects that remain at the heart of any discussion on Latino/a or Chicano/a life-writing. I discuss the nuances later in the essay; for now, I offer the more common definitions and categories.

      Using the categorization and taxonomic models used by Woods (1994; 2005) and others, it is easy to place certain texts within the genre classifications such as “autobiography” or “biography.” It is harder, given the slippery categorization that has existed in the past, to decide to label a text a “memoir” or a “testimonio.” Thus, I propose that all these genres fall within the umbrella term of life-writing, not unlike the way that Rina Benmayor (2011) defines the overarching genre as life-story; I have in the past used the term “life-story” interchangeably with “life-writing” as used by Richard D. Woods (1994: 750). But here, I am proposing that the latter is perhaps a better choice. Life-writing, broadly speaking, includes anything from a roman-à-clef to a testimonio or to the traditional forms of life-writing, such as autobiography. I do want to emphasize that within this schema we can also place what Gloria Anzaldúa called “autohistoria” or “autohistoria-teoría,” concepts that AnaLouise Keating explains amply in The Gloria Anzaldúa Reader (2009). In my view such varied expressions of life-writing can easily be categorized as life-writing for in one way or another a person’s life unfolds within the narrative. Woods uses “autobiography” and “life-writing” interchangeably, using the term “autobiography” as the overarching umbrella term; I do the reverse because I find life-writing to be a more useful and all-encompassing term.

      Woods classifies the entries in his article and in his books, projects that are essentially bibliographies of autobiographical writings in Mexico, into what he calls “The various forms of autobiography” that he then categorizes under “subgenres: memoirs, autobiography proper, journal, diary, letters, interview, and testimony or a hybrid form” (Woods 1994: 755). I find his attempt useful and agree that in Latino/a and Chicano/a literary studies we can easily include all of these “subgenres,” under the category of “autobiography,” but my use of the term “life-writing” allows for an expansion that includes blended genre works, transgeneric works, and testimonio. Because it also allows for a discussion of what it means for a people who have traditionally not had the resources or access to inserting their life story into the national fabric, or into the hegemonic literary canon, life-writing explodes the boundaries of the more traditional genres.

      In an effort to clarify and understand the nuances and complexities of the genre of life-writing, I offer definitions gleaned first from scholars who have attempted to define and classify the genres, and then drawing from my own readings and experiences I map out a territory that has often appeared messy and murky. A “memoir” according to scholars, such as Woods, is self-authored and tells about one or more incidents in the life of a subject; it does not render a full narrative from birth to some point in time but focuses instead on significant life-changing events. “Autobiography,” on the other hand, generally begins at birth and traces the person’s life trajectory across time; it is often written in chronological order along a calendrical schema. The reader, thus, journeys along through the author’s memories of a life. Even within these two fairly common genres we may find others that defy classification, such as those that braid the life story with a larger historical or political narrative often reflecting a communal story. In the last 20 years or so, testimonio has emerged as a genre, or subgenre, that exists within its own terrain of life-writing, alongside autobiography and memoir.

      In defining these terms I look at the purpose and role such writing plays in Latino/a and Chicano/a literature. In addition to looking at life story writing as a chronicle of what happens in one’s life or what is happening in the world at large, the very act of writing itself has been referred to as being a cathartic experience, one that heals wrongs and may impel social action (Beverley 1993; 2004). Variants of life-writing may surface in response to a need. For example, I coined the term “fictional auto-bioethnography,” a blend of autobiography and ethnographic research, to describe the mix of life story and ethnographic research in a literary genre. This is where it becomes messy, as various authors may come to a genre for various reasons and may even designate a subgenre within a larger one, as does Gloria Anzaldúa who eschews the use of testimonio in favor of “autohistoria” or “autohistoria-teoría” for her blended transgeneric work that is firmly grounded in a self-authored first-person – at times third-person – narrative that weaves aspects of her memories and experiences with poetry and what could be called a philosophical essay form.

      I use my own example to talk about the decision to create or at least expand a particular genre. I suppose my blending of genres could be traced back to my reading of key texts, mostly biographies and autobiographies by such writers as French anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss, whose Tristes Tropiques I read when I was in graduate school in the 1970s. It and other texts probably influenced the way that I subsequently wrote my own academic cultural studies and even my literary creative work. Much later, I found Lévi-Strauss problematic and disturbing after considering his othering of those whom he studies; albeit this insight didn’t come until much later when I revisited the text armed with a more sophisticated, read mature, lens. Later, books such as Gloria Anzaldúa’s Borderlands/La Frontera (1987), Cherríe Moraga’s Loving in the War Years (1983), and Elena Poniatowska’s Hasta No Verte Jesús Mío (1969; 31st edn, 2007), with their distinctive blends of genres, including autobiography, poetry, and journalistic, scholarly, and theoretical writings, affirmed my own inclination to engage in what I perceived was a new way of telling stories, especially mine. Much later, another anthropologist offered still another way of weaving the personal and the scholarly; Ruth Behar’s books, Translated Woman: Crossing the Border with Esperanza’s Story and The Vulnerable Observer: Anthropology that Breaks Your Heart, presented models of a different way of writing scholarly studies braided with personal narrative.

      In an earlier publication, I write of early influences, of my early fascination with life-writing, and of my predilection for reading diaries and autobiographies, from the diaries of Anaïs Nin and The Diary of Anne Frank to Nabokov’s Speak Memory (Cantú 2001: 130–1); one of the most memorable of these was Carolina Maria de Jesús’s Child of the Dark (1962), with its bold and fierce protagonist, the feisty and brilliant poor black Brazilian woman who writes her book on scraps of paper. In fact, my autobioethnographic project stems from these and many other early influences. Fortunate to have found that the very act of telling stories, especially of my own life, becomes a vehicle for investigating and gaining insight, I was led to tell my own life story, a life lived along the US-Mexico border told through the life story variant. That is how Canícula: Snapshots of a Girlhood en la Frontera (Cantú 1995) came to be; although not entirely bildungsroman, not autobiography and not memoir or testimonio, it is all these and nevertheless tells a coming-of-age story set in the 1950s and 1960s on the US-Mexico borderlands. In my conclusion to the present essay, I will return to texts such as this one and Anzaldúa’s Borderlands (1987).

      The purpose and the role of such writing within Chicano/a and Latino/a literature will surface as I discuss the three genres upon which this essay revolves. I begin with a discussion of autobiography, laying out a brief historical context, but I integrate the discussions on memoir and testimonio and sift through the ideas of life-writing to present a panoramic view offering only texts selected because they are representative of the issue at hand; the list is by no means exhaustive. Because I believe these three important genres of Chicano/a and Latino/a literature – autobiography, memoir, and testimonio – demand a deeper analysis, I conclude the essay with some suggestions for such, as I introduce some of the polemics associated with the study of life-writing in general such as the place of oral history and/or subaltern studies within the genre.

    

    
      Autobiography

      In his study of early California autobiographies, Genaro Padilla finds that, during the period immediately following 1848, several writers took it upon themselves to leave a chronicle of their lives. As one of these landed elite Californios, Mariano Guadalupe Vallejo, wrote, “I am willing to relate all I can remember, but I wish it clearly understood that it must be in my own way, and at my own time. I will not be hurried or dictated to. It is my history and not yours I propose to tell” (quoted in Padilla 1993: 3). Such chronicles, not unlike the Cantares Mexicanos from the sixteenth century, are remembrances of life at a time of contact between two cultures – in this case between Mexican and immigrant Anglo populations, while in the Cantares the contact is between European and indigenous Americans. One aspect of such chronicles is the “as told to” nature of the narratives. In his essay on Mexican autobiography, Woods traces the practice of having an interlocutor to the sixteenth century when “Fr. Bernardo de Sahagún (1500–1590) initiated the anthropological document by interviewing Indians to inventory and record their culture” (Woods 1994: 753). Velasco also traces the tradition of life-writing in the Americas to the colonizing project (Velasco 2004: 313). He notes that Alvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca’s La Relación is a form of life-writing in so far as he narrates his experiences living in what is now the US Southwest during the first part of the sixteenth century (Velasco 2004: 321). Claiming that life-writing predates European influence, Padilla alludes to the first-person autobiographical poetry of an earlier period as well and deems them precursors to the life narratives that surface in what is now the Southwest during the nineteenth century; he specifically cites the poems where the repetition of the autobiographical “I” “is nothing less than the autobiographical need to textually affix one’s name and experience upon history” (Padilla 1988: 288). Along with the poetry, the histories collected by Sahagún tell what had happened during one of the most drastic changes to occur in the history of the world, the coming of the Europeans to the Americas, and serve as chronicles documenting the transformation that occurs as the two worlds come together. In these instances, as in those I discuss below, the authors’ purpose is clear.

      Similarly, autobiographies by the landed elites who witnessed the conquest of the US Southwest in the mid-nineteenth century offer a view of two other worlds coming together. As Velasco and Padilla note, the mid-nineteenth century is the site of a surge of narratives chronicling the occupation of the Southwest after the defeat of Mexico by the US. In addition, other narratives of how Latinos/as are treated in the US exist from early on in the twentieth century; mostly the purpose of these fall within one of two categories: immigrant narratives of survival or folklore-inspired narratives that seek to resist the erasure of traditional culture during a radical reshaping of traditional culture.

    

    
      Immigrant stories

      Among the myriad of stories that tell of the move from a place of origin to the United States, and worth mentioning because of its place in the recovery of Cuban-American literature, is a work penned by a non-Mexican or Mexican-origin writer in the US. Evelio Grillo’s Black Cuban, Black American (2000) is a first-person narrative focused on the diasporic Latino experience of an Afro-Cuban in the US in the early twentieth century. These kinds of narratives constitute the bulk of contemporary life stories. Because they are perhaps the most prolific and because the immigrant tale is one that needs to be told and read, I suspect the number of such narratives will grow. While the early nineteenth-century autobiographies and memoirs tell of a deterritorialized people who have not moved, but whose land and status have been taken, the twentieth-century immigrant narrative – from various latinidades – tells of a search for the American Dream, of movement in search of a better life. In the twentieth century, the urge to write and tell one’s story is also driven by a different motor: a subaltern subject speaking against oppression; this is so especially for colonized subjects such as Puerto Ricans and Chicanos/as. Many instances of such life stories of struggle and survival against oppression and the intersections of oppressive conditions exist; many of them are grounded in the systemic targeting of Chicanos who somehow manage to survive to tell the story. Books such as Luis J. Rodríguez’s Always Running: Mi Vida Loca, Gang Days in LA (1994) and his most recent, It Calls You Back (2011), Chicano poet Jimmy Santiago Baca’s A Place to Stand, and Mary Helen Ponce’s Hoyt Street come to mind. A major difference between these and the earlier autobiographies of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, that told of the displacement from territory or the loss of status, lies in the motivation of the authors; these contemporary texts chronicle the oppressive conditions for Latinos/as and Chicanos/as in the United States in the latter part of the twentieth century as told by a subaltern voice. I discuss these and other such texts below in my discussion of Chicano/a life-writing. Such life story narratives alongside innumerable self-authored and often self-published books about life in the streets that span the last 50 years bring the subgenre of autobiography to readers who may then learn of particular subcultures within the various latinidades. If, as Bergland claims in her article on ethnic autobiographies (she uses Gramsci’s comment about autobiographies replacing the political or philosophical essay) the historical value of autobiography lies in its intent to reflect life as it is and not as it should be (Bergland 1994: 70), we can say that these autobiographies of survival against intersecting oppressions are indeed an indictment of political and social conditions. I turn again to Bergland’s claim to explore the idea that as the motivation to write one’s life story may be different for Chicanos/as and Latinos/as in the United States, who may not have had access to the usual avenues of publication; writing one’s life story to document the vicissitudes of life as a Latino/a or Chicano/a in the United States is equivalent to drafting eloquent political or philosophical essays in earlier historical periods. During the Chicano/a Movement, publication of autobiographical poetry and essays flourished. The very act of writing such a narrative fixes in time and space and in a particular way the conditions that exist in the lives of the author and attests to her or his struggle and affirms the survival of the author. While some authors use the term “memoir” in the title, such as Richard Rodríguez or John Phillip Santos and Evelio Grillo, many insist on using the term “autobiography,” such as Oscar Z. Acosta did in his polemical Autobiography of Brown Buffalo. Michael Hames-García’s article on Acosta’s satirical autobiographical novels articulates why he considers them a logical fit into the genre of testimonio (Hames-García 2000).

      Regardless of the life-writing genre that the author (or the publisher) chooses to affix to the book cover, invariably, it is the power of the story and of the storytelling that draws the reader to the text. I now turn to one subgenre, the immigrant life-writing whose purpose is to chronicle one’s life as an offering for future generations, driven by the desire to serve as role model or as exemplar of what can be done in the United States.

      Mexican-origin Alfredo Quiñones-Hinojosa’s Becoming Dr. Q: My Journey from Migrant Farm Worker to Brain Surgeon (2011) published 20 years after Jorge Prieto’s Harvest of Hope: The Pilgrimage of a Mexican-American Physician (1989), contrasts sharply with Prieto’s tale of becoming a physician, although both tell immigrant tales of arriving in the United States and of achieving the American Dream despite tremendous personal sacrifice. Prieto, the son of an elected governor from the state of San Luis Potosi, fled Mexico with his family during the violence of the Mexican Revolution; despite his privileged status, he suffered poverty and incredible hardships as he migrated back and forth to Mexico finally settling down in Chicago where he served the poor Mexican and African-American population for more than 40 years.

      As a once undocumented migrant from Mexico, Quiñones-Hinojosa, on the other hand, tells of the vagaries of surviving the racism and prejudices of US mainstream institutions and individual encounters, in this case even as a brain surgeon who must contend with his patients’ racism; he eloquently notes that the brains of human beings are the same regardless of color; he writes his autobiography with the assistance of Mim Eichler Rivas, a friend he claims helped him “bring out childhood, adolescent and adult memories” and with whom he shares authorial credit (Quiñones-Hinojosa and Rivas 2011: 313–14).

      Another migrant family story with a similar trajectory is South Texas native Elva Treviño Hart’s Barefoot Heart: Stories of a Migrant Child (1999) that invites the reader to learn the truth of a family’s life in a migrant camp while celebrating the achievement of the author who triumphs against all odds, achieving a high-paying position at IBM. Collected in Paths to Discovery: Autobiographies of Chicanas with Careers in Mathematics, Science and Engineering (Cantú 2007) the stories of ten Chicanas outside of the literary world also document the resilience and persistence necessary to achieve success.

      While these stories of survival against apparently insurmountable obstacles offer inspiring narratives of true life, some writers, perhaps the more literary inclined, tend to fictionalize the story and pepper their narratives with imagined plot twists and turns while set against a backdrop of truth.

    

    
      Fictionalized autobiography

      As in Prieto and Quiñones-Hinojosa’s autobiographies, some Latino/a authors reflect the conditions of life within a political and social world where the author, or the protagonist, survives against serious obstacles, but unlike Prieto and Quiñones-Hinojosa, their narratives wear the cloak of fiction, what used to be called romans-à-clef. In addition to memoirs and autobiographies such as Judith Ortiz Cofer’s Silent Dancing: A Partial Remembrance of a Puerto Rican Childhood (1990) and Mary Helen Ponce’s Hoyt Street: Memories of a Chicana Childhood (1993), there seemed to be a proliferation of fictionalized life story narratives published in the 1990s: Puerto Rican Esmeralda Santiago’s When I Was Puerto Rican (1993) Dominican-American Julia Alvarez’s How the García Girls Lost their Accents (1991), Cuban-American Cristina García’s Dreaming in Cuban (1992) and Achy Obeja’s We Came All the Way from Cuba so You Could Dress Like This? (1994). These authors situated in a somewhat elite social status having the advantage of an education bring to the terrain of life-writing a woman’s voice, if not always a strong feminist one, to challenge the phallocentric and often male-centered life-writing. In Santiago, Obejas, and Garcia’s cases, a privileged location within the writing culture as journalists brings an even stronger positionality within the mainstream literary world. Santiago dwells on the hardship endured as a child in Puerto Rico. Alvarez and García on the other hand chronicle a more privileged life, at least until the families go to the United States and encounter the harsh reality of racism and economic disparity for Latinos/as in that country.

    

    
      Chicano/a life-writing

      In the Chicano literary canon, early autobiographies from Ernesto Galarza’s Barrio Boy (1971) to Oscar Z. Acosta’s fictionalized autobiography, The Autobiography of a Brown Buffalo (1972), also reflect the social and political oppressions of their time. Yet, they become fodder for critical discussions of what is the role of autobiography and its place within the political and social testament of the Movimiento and of the parameters of telling the story of a life. Richard Rodriguez’s Hunger of Memory: The Education of Richard Rodríguez (1982) presents a case in point, for with the publication of his first memoir, his controversial stance on affirmative action and on bilingual education elicited a strident response from Chicano/a scholars. Beverley notes that Rodríguez both positions himself within subalternity, while disidentifying as subaltern subject (1993: 30). He followed Hunger of Memory with two other memoirs and other creative non-fiction narratives. Days of Obligation (1992) and Brown: The Last Discovery of America (2003), the memoirs, have somewhat redeemed him for in these subsequent autobiographical writings Rodríguez revisits some of what was most abhorrent to Chicano working-class critics who saw in his work a devaluing of the cultural production and location of anything but the hegemonic, read white, middle-class world. His more candid treatment of his homosexuality and of his life formations have allowed critics to consider that his early work came from a place that had no use for the “Mexican” in his life; the newer work searches for and incorporates some of these same attributes that were earlier denied or ignored such as his parents’ own life stories. Particularly in his reassessment of the social condition of Chicanos in California, he appears to shift from an exclusionary to an inclusionary paradigm that at least for him makes more sense.

      While Rodríguez’s life-writing focuses on California, John Phillip Santos’s two books, Places Left Unfinished at the End of Creation: A Memoir and The Farthest Home Is an Empire of Fire: A Tejano Elegy chronicle his family’s story in San Antonio, South Texas and Northern Mexico. The subtitles indicate that Santos’s first book is a memoir, while creating a fictional narrator from the future for the second; his books can be classified as family life-writing for he is in effect telling the story of his paternal and maternal lines, respectively, in the books. These works, told in a rich and evocative prose, are not working class but still retain a stance of resistance to the hegemonic historical account of Texas history.

      Chicanas tell a very different story in texts such as Mary Helen Ponce’s Hoyt Street, Pat Mora’s Nepantla: Stories from the Land in the Middle and Ana Castillo’s Massacre of the Dreamers, Denise Chávez’s A Taco Testimony: Meditations on Family, Food and Culture (2006), in addition to the already mentioned Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza (1987) by Gloria Anzaldúa. They stand in sharp contrast to the stories found in Luis J. Rodríguez’s Always Running: Mi Vida Loca, Gang Days in LA (1990) and his most recent It Calls You Back (2011), and Chicano poet Jimmy Santiago Baca’s A Place to Stand. However, they all, in one way or another, address the subalternity of the writers’ lives. Castillo’s proposal of a term, Xicanisma, to mark indigenous origins for Chicanas, blends historical and feminist philosophical essays through a first-person narrative that according to C. Alejandra Elenes can be classified as autobiography.

    

    
      Oral autobiography and as-told-to testimonios

      In his article on Mexican autobiography, Woods conflates testimonio and as-told-to narratives with “oral autobiography” and claims that such works generally rely on the interlocutor who collects the story, either an anthropologist or a scholar (1994: 755). Such mediated narratives abound in Latino/a and Chicano/a life-writing. Unlike Elva Treviño Hart’s self-authored story of working in the fields, Barefoot Heart (1999), Maria Elena Lucas tells her story through Fran Leeper Buss who edits and introduces Forged Under the Sun: The Life of Maria Elena Lucas (1993); and Mario Garcia’s Migrant Daughter: Coming of Age as a Mexican American Woman works with Frances Esquibel Tywoniak, for example, to produce her life-writing. Yet, another example of the way that as-told-to stories are being reformulated occurs in Yolanda Broyles-González’s book Lydia Mendoza’s Life in Music/La Historia de Lydia Mendoza (2003) as Mendoza’s own voice emerges and the scholar’s commentary is limited to an academic essay. It is a personal narrative collected as an oral history over a period of time via interviews conducted by Broyles-González with the legendary singer. The book’s format is also unique in that it presents the English translation, followed by the Spanish original in Mendoza’s own words. The book ends with an extended essay on the significance of Mendoza’s career and her place in Tejana music and Chicana studies by Broyles-González. The inclusion of a CD of Mendoza singing her most popular selections adds to the unique treatment of this life story. I remember being pleasantly surprised to read my beloved South Texas Spanish in the book and even more so listening to the CD; it was a different kind of life-writing that, while mediated at some level by Broyles-González, didn’t feel as an as-told-to story. Even in this kind of mediated narrative, the Chicana interlocutor takes a different route and, honoring the voice and story, allows Mendoza to be at the center.

    

    
      The border

      Impelled by the desire to chronicle injustice and to tell the story of an oppressed community, many writers of autobiography, memoir, and testimonio tell their personal story as exemplum of what many others have endured. One particular site of oppression also critical to a discussion of autobiography and memoir is the border between Mexico and the US, as Juan Velasco in his essay Automitografías notes: “For Chicana/o cultural critics, the border paradigm has defined the boundaries of writing and experience in contemporary Chicana/o autobiography” (Velasco 2004: 313). He further contends that, “The automitografías constructed by these (border) voices challenge patriarchy, heteronormativity, imperialism, and white supremacy in the historical and sociopolitical context of the border” and that they “also reclaim border theory from the dehistoricized applications to which it has been so widely put in many areas of the humanities” (Velasco 2004: 315). I offer the case of Laredo, Texas where many self-authored life stories exist, written by subjects who could be placed anywhere on the social spectrum and who do not have any affiliation with the local university or the college. I choose to highlight three such life-writings. Norma Zúñiga Benavides’s Holidays and Heartstrings: Recuerdos de la Casa de Miel (1995), co-authored with her sister Blanca Azíos, tells the story of a house and almost reads like a scrapbook as she embellishes the narrative with photos and mementos. Belia Salinas Valle’s transnational odyssey, Mi Infancia Peregrina (no date), extends to both sides of the border as she tells of her childhood as an orphan with a mean stepmother. Hilario Coronado Cuello writes his Memorias (1988) in verse! The autobiography includes poems to his family, of course, but also to his pets. Maybe it is because of Laredo’s location on the border and the accessibility to publishers in Nuevo Laredo that these self-authored books exist. Perhaps the one author whose work most impacts contemporary border studies has been Anzaldúa.

    

    
      Latina and Chicana: Feminist life-writing

      This brings us to Latina/Chicana authors who have set out to push the boundaries of the genres and to insert self-authored discussions that produce knowledge while firmly grounding their narratives within their community’s story. In Paths to Discovery: Autobiographies of Chicanas with Careers in Mathematics, Science and Engineering (Cantú 2007), I gathered the autobiographical essays of ten women whose stories merited telling; their life-writing attested to what Rina Benmayor, a member of the Latina Feminist Group writes in her online article, that “Latina autobiographical narratives … [are] testimonial responses to historical, cultural, and ideological oppressions” (Benmayor 2011). Gloria Anzaldúa’s signature mixed genre (autobiography, memoir, and testimonio) that she called “autohistoria” and “autohistoriateoría” is amply dealt with in her work Borderlands/La Frontera (1987), and in essays included in The Gloria Anzaldúa Reader (Keating 2009). Bergland (1994) calls Borderlands, “Striking” among autobiographical texts, for she claims that it “challenges our thinking about all kinds of borders – national, linguistic, social and cultural, gendered – as it crosses multiple borders, forcing us to explore marginal spaces bell hooks imagined” (1994: 90). She further suggests that Anzaldúa’s anthologizing projects constitute “an ongoing, collective autobiography of women of colour, narratives in opposition to multiple oppressions” (1994: 90). Most critically, as Lourdes Torres points out:


      
        Autobiographical works provide a window into the socially and historically constructed world of a community, and help to illuminate the conditions that its members inhabit and transform. Memoirs, particularly memoirs by women of color who are multiply positioned in complex worlds, provide an alternative to mainstream masculinist conceptions of culture and politics.

        (Torres 2009: footnote 104)

      

      
Expanding on the idea of a collective autobiography, I venture to agree with other scholars of Chicana autobiography such as C. Alejandra Elenes (2000). For many Chicana and Latina authors, writing personal memoir or autobiography constitutes an exercise in communal storytelling insofar as many of our stories cut across age, geography, and even gender and tell a shared story of injustice and prejudice. One such experience would be what Anzaldúa has labeled “linguistic terrorism,” that is, the experience of being punished for speaking one’s home language in the public sphere. John Beverley, the eminent scholar of testimonio literature, brilliantly defines the genre and engages the reader or the intended audience of the Latin American testimonio in his numerous publications on the subject. In Telling to Live: Latina Feminist Testimonios (2001), the Latina Feminist Group expands Beverley’s definition and his views and situates the discussion squarely in the academic terrain he first contends is the audience for a testimonio. In the Introduction, the group writes of how it arrived at the conclusion that “despite its complicated history, testimonio captures Latinas’ layered complicated lives” (Latina Feminist Group 2001: 19).

      The differences that exist between the latinidades present in the Latina Feminist Group mirror those that exist in the larger US terrain with its numerous and complex latinidades. From the Central American testimonios of Elva Alvarado and Rigoberta Menchú to the Chicana texts that Theresa Delgadillo studies in her book Spiritual Mestizaje: Religion, Gender, Race and Nation in Contemporary Chicana Narrative (2011), women’s life stories that tell of survival strategies, what is at stake is women’s ways of knowing and of speaking from that knowledge; the texts reveal varied and multiple purposes for such life-writing. While for Beverley, testimoniantes write (or tell) their story with the intention of impelling the audience to action; for the testimoniantes themselves the exercise is an act of healing; the very act of writing of survival serves as a healing and allows the author a space for transcendence. The Latina Feminist Group writes: “Each of us in this book has a complex story about our mestiza inheritances that defy simplistic explanation – stories about living on the borders of various classes, nations, regional cultures, languages, voices, races, ethnicities, migrations, sexualities, creative abilities, academic disciplines, and even cultures of resistance” (2001: 25). And the stories attest to the struggle and the technologies of oppression under which the authors functioned, survived, and continue to survive.

      Thus, testimonio broadly defined is not limited to subaltern subjectivity in the traditional sense of the word, but it may inclusively embrace all life-writing that tells of survival and of transcendence over oppressions. As in autobiography, the narrator may occupy an elite or subaltern position that is fluid and that may shift according to the situation. So, Jorge Prieto’s privileged position in Mexico may shift to one of poverty in South Texas and then again to that of a medical doctor in Chicago; the narrator of a testimonio may be, as Beverley first described, someone whose subalternity is fixed, or it may be as he later elaborated, one who shifts to a position of what he refers to as an organic intellectual (1993). The fact that the Latina Feminist Group includes Latinas from numerous latinidades, and that the project sought to find new ways of theorizing our condition as Latinas in the United States, forces readers to consider the incredible accomplishment it was to bring together the writers and to produce the document that attests to the lives of Latinas and to the trajectories lived by them within the United States. One of their goals was to spread the practice across disciplines and across ethnic groups. As Rina Benmayor points out:


      
        Most Latina autobiographical narratives are positioned … as testimonial responses to historical, cultural, and ideological oppressions. Many new cultural theories have emerged from this process. For example, I commonly refer to how the now widely invoked concepts of “borderlands” and “intersectionality” emerged from women of color and Latina feminist writings.

        (Benmayor 2011)

      

      
She further explains that Anzaldúa theorized “the concept of borderlands as a geographical, cultural and historical space, where dominant and subordinated cultures intersect” (Benmayor 2011).

    

    
      Conclusions

      Autobiographies, memoirs, and testimonios in Latino/a literature, as we have seen, offer a myriad of experiences and are rooted in the poetry of indigenous peoples that stretches back to pre-conquest times and comes into its own in the mid-nineteenth century with Mexico’s losing of the US-Mexico war and ceding more than half its territory to the US. In contemporary writing we find other issues emerge, such as sexuality. Lourdes Torres’s article, “Queering Puerto Rican Women’s Narratives: Gaps and Silences in the Memoirs of Antonia Pantoja and Luisita López Torregrosa” (2009), deftly unpacks the autobiographies by two prominent Puerto Rican women whose lesbian identity has remained veiled while not denied. Pantoja does mention her same-sex partners but only a reader who is looking for clues will read between the lines and understand that she is talking about the women she lived with and that she is coming out. Most importantly, Torres’s astute analysis of the life-writing of these two lesbians sheds light on the dearth of coming-out stories or of serious study of lesbian life-writing especially autobiography and testimonio that would offer strong narratives of survival and of transcendence. Whether working-class stories of struggle against oppression or narratives by privileged narrators whose lives change and must survive the racism or prejudice of life in the United States, they tell stories of survival. Particular identities, cultures, locations, or power structures shape the form and content of life-writing. It is through the authors situating their story within a particular location, i.e. the border, or by focusing on key events in their life-formation or their negotiating power structures within the institutions, be they educational, medical, legal, or governmental, and of course their latinidad, the allegiance to their cultural identity that their life-writings will reveal how these have impacted them and that offer a blueprint for the reader who identifies with the situation and thus the life-writing serves as a mentoring purpose, an incentive to keep going, to keep trying. On the other hand, if the reader is not of the culture and, as an outsider, does not empathize or know the experience narrated in the life-writing, it becomes merely entertainment; the testimonio does not achieve one of its goals, to change the hearts and minds of the reader, and impel them to social action.

      It is with humility and fear that I have not done the subject justice that I conclude this chapter, and I turn once again to the Latina Feminist Group and their incredible feat of uniting across latinidades and through a process of alchemy creating a space for Latinas to articulate, as testimoniantes, their desires and hopes. They provided and still provide a space for each and every one of them to tell their life story with trust and total confidence in each other’s unwavering support: “With each experience put into words we have initiated the transmutation necessary for our own joyous well-being” (Latina Feminist Group 2001: 168). In like fashion, the thousands of Latinos/as and Chicanos/as who have written their story, who have put into words their experience as Latinos/as and/or Chicanos/as, as mestizos/as, “have initiated the transmutation necessary for our [collective] joyous well-being”; they have added to our strength, for what affects one of us affects the whole.
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      The decade between 1965 and 1975 was a period of intense turmoil in many Mexican-American communities throughout the Southwest and California as a heightened ethnic consciousness led to protest over the denial of full and equal civil rights. The struggle for civil rights that came to be known as the Chicano Movement was characterized by demonstrations, boycotts, strikes, and sit-ins. A cultural component, consisting of Chicano teatro, revistas (literary magazines), and performance poetry, quickly emerged out of the confrontation with multiple social institutions. Its emphasis was on the conceptualization of identity as nationality; full political rights, and economic and social participation were its primary goals.

      In contrast to other civil rights efforts, the Mexican-American or Chicano Movement emerged out of land and labor issues in the mid-1960s when, out of previous efforts to unionize agricultural workers, César Chávez founded the National Farm Workers of America in Delano, California, where the first public manifestation of the movimiento was a strike by grape pickers on 16 September 1965. To update farmworkers on issues related to the strike, El Malcriado (1969–75), a newspaper in Spanish began circulation; soon, an English version (1969–76) aimed at the national supporters of the United Farm Workers Union appeared.

      By the late 1960s, a heightened activism in Mexican-American communities throughout the Southwest paralleled the efforts of Chávez’s union; these included Reies López Tijerina’s landownership claims in New Mexico, the rise of militant nationalism in Colorado, the rise of La Raza Unida Party in Texas, and the Third World Student Movement that first took place in California but spread throughout the country, calling for the establishment of departments of ethnic studies in California (or programs of Mexican-American studies in Texas and the Southwest, Chicano-Riqueño studies in the Midwest, and Puerto Rican studies on the East Coast). Within the larger context of social rebellion brought about by the war in Vietnam, the war on poverty, the black power movement, and the women’s movement, Chicano/a and Latino/a men and women were in the process of reinventing themselves, their images, and their communities (Fernández 1994a: 23).

      Revistas played a major role in this process of reinvention tied to nationalistic issues. Revistas which tend to be a compilation of works of fiction, poetry, or essays are small anthologies of creative works in progress that serve as a forum for the exploration of a cultural process in formation linked together by an editorial mission (Masiello 1985: 27). “Nation-building,” Benedict Anderson asserts, “is closely tied to print communities formed around newspapers [and magazines] … that nurture the preconceived notion that groups have of themselves as they wish to be, as they imagine themselves to be” (Anderson 1983: 8). By the authority of editorial decisions, the literary magazine directs the reading tastes of the day and creates specific models for the critical reception and interpretation of texts. Literary reviews of a particular period reflect an ongoing dialogue between the editors, the writers, and the readership and leave an imprint of a particular intellectual discourse at a given moment in time (Masiello 1985: 27). Such has been the case with Latino/a reviews.

    

    
      Revistas associated with institutions of higher education

      El Grito, the first of the journals inspired by the Chicano Movement, was published at the University of California in Berkeley between 1967 and 1974 and had a profound impact in establishing the future canon of Chicano literature. Its first issue carried an editorial statement that claimed that the review had been founded “to provide a forum for Mexican-American self definition and expression” (Fall 1967). The editorial served as a manifesto that asserted that to achieve self-determination, henceforth, Mexican-Americans would speak for themselves and be judges of their own cultural works.

      The main forces behind the El Grito were its founder, Octavio I. Romano, a professor of behavioral science at Berkeley, and its editor, Nick Vaca, a doctoral student in sociology at the same campus. In its initial years, El Grito was a multidisciplinary journal with a stronger interest in the social sciences and history than in literature. But when Herminio Ríos, a doctoral student of comparative literature, joined the editorial staff in 1971, the journal began to focus more attention on literature (Fernández 1994a: 31).

      Already in 1967, Romano had established Quinto Sol, a publishing company with the goal of bringing Chicano literature to the forefront of American culture and, in the process, uniting Chicanos throughout the country. Not only did Quinto Sol publish El Grito but in 1970, it announced the Premio Quinto Sol literary prize, which established the direction that Chicano literature would take. The first Premio Quinto Sol award went to Tomás Rivera in 1971 for … y no se lo tragó la tierra; the following year the prize went to Rudolfo Anaya for Bless Me, Ultima, and in 1973, to Rolando Hinojosa for Estampas del Valle y otras obras. Each is now considered a major literary voice. The final award was given in 1975 to Estela Portillo Trambley for Rain of Scorpions and Other Stories.

      In the third issue of El Grito (Spring 1968), for which Romano served as principal editor, the highly charged issues of Vietnam and the assassination of Martin Luther King carried the journal far beyond exclusively Hispanic concerns. By the time El Grito ceased publication in 1974, many of the major Chicano authors and artists of the future had been included in its pages; in essence, therefore, it had established the canon for Chicano literature and art. Some of the authors whose work appeared in El Grito were Alurista, Ron Arias, Miguel Méndez, José Montoya, and Oscar Zeta Acosta.

      As was common in the early years of Chicano nationalism, the challenge was the inclusion of women writers in the reviews, and the solution was found in the obligatory issue dedicated to women writers. The September 1973 issue of El Grito was dedicated to women authors and included the work of 15 writers; it was guest-edited by Estela Portillo Trambley, the best writer in that issue and the only one who later continued as an active writer (Fernández 1994a: 31).

      Following the aesthetic and political discourse promoted by El Grito, a plethora of Latino literary magazines began to be published at colleges and universities throughout the country. Most had limited runs and were edited by students under the guidance of their professors. Generally, the shortcomings of these reviews lay in the limited quality of the material that they published and their short lifespan but this cannot be said of all the publications.

      By the late 1970s, some of the literary magazines had achieved a high professionalism. Two different examples of these would be Metamorfosis and Prisma. Metamorfosis (1977–84), a scholarly journal published through the Center for Chicano Studies at the University of Washington, provided a space for Latino academics, artists, and writers to interpret the life of people of Latin American descent who resided in the Pacific Northwest. Although its editorial board varied with each issue, the scholars most associated with the review were Richard Aguilar, Lauro Flores, Juan Felipe Herrera, Genaro Padilla, Luis Torres, and Yvonne Yarbro-Bejarano; among the art contributors were artists and critics Shifra Goldman, Malaquías Montoya, and Luis J. Rodríguez.

      Well conceptualized and well designed as a 40–64-page publication of 11.5 × 8.5 inches, Metamorfosis focused on a single topic in each issue. Its August 1979 issue, for instance, centered on “Teatro en el Noroeste” (“Theater in the Northwest”) and was dedicated to playwright and director Rubén Sierra for his work in Seattle. The first article, a “Breve Biografía” of Sierra by Cecilia Cartwright-Altuna, was followed by lengthy articles on two theatrical groups, Teatro del Piojo (founded by Tomás Ybarra-Frausto, then a professor at that campus), and Teatro Quetzalcoatl from Seattle. An excerpt from a play by Sierra and a program of Short Eyes, the New York Drama Critics Circle Award-winning play written by Nuyorican playwright Miguel Piñero and directed by Sierra at the Ethnic Cultural Center Theater in Seattle, lent cohesion to the issue. These essays were followed by a critical analysis of Short Eyes by Yarbro-Bejarano and raulrsalinas. Rounding out the issue was an attractive full-page poster announcing Joseph Papps’s New York Shakespeare Festival presentation in New York City of Nuyorican Poets with a full-length photo of poets Miguel Algarín, Lucky Cienfuegos, Dadi, and Miguel Piñero, an indication of how closely the network of Latino editors and writers, who thought of themselves as cultural workers “por la causa” [“for the cause”], were following one another’s efforts and supporting each other.

      The Spring–Summer 1980 issue of Metamorfosis focused on popular culture and was funded with a grant from the Coordinating Council of Literary Magazines (CCLM), a New York-based national conglomeration of small presses established as a result of the number of “little magazines” that by the 1980s were being published throughout the country. The editorial by Juan Felipe Herrera, “On Cantinflas/ Towards a Concept of Popular Culture,” described the purpose of the issue as one that “engages in the dialogue of cultural analysis … where meaning is assembled” and thus, exemplified the ongoing dialogue of a critical moment mentioned by Masiello as one of the functions of a literary journal.

      The vast network that had been built among the editors of the reviews to maintain their ongoing dialogue and support was further verified in the pages of Metamorfosis through paid advertisements from Citybender (San Diego), El Fuego de Aztlán (Berkeley), Vórtice (Stanford), La Palabra: Revista de Literatura Chicana (Tempe, Arizona), Puerto del Sol (Las Cruces, New Mexico), Relámpago Books (Austin), Revista Chicano-Riqueña (Houston), and MELUS (Iowa City). In addition, partial funding for Metamorfosis came from the budget of the Center for Chicano Studies at the University of Washington.

      Another literary review rated as excellent for its content and design by the CCLM was Prisma: A Multicultural, Multilingual Women’s Literary Review (1979–82), published at Mills College in Oakland under special circumstances. Prisma was the result of a semester-long class on “The Creation of the Literary Magazine” offered by Roberta Fernández, then a lecturer in the Department of Ethnic Studies. Prisma published works by well-known Bay Area ethnic writers alongside those of emerging student writers at Mills College. Its first issue (Spring 1979) included poems in Spanish, French, Dutch, Japanese, and Italian, accompanied by their English translation, along with short stories by Alice Walker and Sheila Ballantyne and poetry by Carol Lee Sánchez, Lucha Corpi, and Nellie Wong. Among the student contributions were an interview with Corpi by Barbara Brinson-Pineda, “A Guide for Writers” by Jennifer Foote, and reviews of Judith Chicago’s “The Dinner Party,” and Lynn Meisch’s Traveler’s Guide to El Dorado and the Inca Empire. The second issue (Winter 1980) continued the features of the first issue. Works by Bay Area writers Genny Lin, Valerie Miner, and Diana O’Hehir were interspersed between student works – an interview by Sally L. Roberson with Carolyn Goto, a Japanese-American who was the principal soloist of the Oakland Ballet Company, and essays that included “Sass and Class by Ntozake Shange,” by Renel Brooks, “Muralism – The People’s Art” (with a guide to murals in Oakland) by Miranda Davies and Terilyn Hanko, and a review of Maxine Hong Kingston’s China Men by Carol Talbeck. The third and final issue (Spring 1982) featured “A Conversation with Angela Davis” by P. Rene Monk, “Salsa: Going Back to the Roots” by Soraya Hopkins, “Rastafarians: Rebels with a Cause” by Linda Brooks, artwork by Laura Lanza-Moeglein, and poetry by Bay Area poets Wendy Rose and Nina Serrano, among other works. Students were trained to design the 11.5" × 8.5" 48-page issues; typesetting was done at La Raza Graphic Center in San Francisco and printing at Abby Press in Oakland.

      Paid advertisements from A Woman’s Place Bookstore, Aztlán Cultural, Casa Editorial, the Chicana Foundation of Northern California, Plexus: San Francisco Bay Area Women’s Newspaper, the Rudolph Schaeffer School of Design, the Black Scholar Press, and the Mexican Museum attested to the support that other cultural groups were lending to its efforts. Funding, however, was raised primarily from the annual sale of Mexican Folk Arts sponsored at the Prieto Gallery on campus by Fernández through the Department of Ethnic Studies in a joint venture with distributor Henry Wangeman, owner of TzinTzunTzan, a Mexican Folk Arts store in Emeryville, California. Distribution of Prisma was handled through Milagro Books, a non-profit organization headed by Oscar Treviño, who previously had edited another literary review, Fuego de Aztlán, at UC, Berkeley. Mills College contributed to Prisma through in-kind services (mailing and publicity) and indirectly, through small contributions from the Chicana student organization, Mecha de Mills College. The review ceased publication in 1982 when Fernández left the Bay Area to teach in the East Coast.

      Other examples of literary journalism published throughout the country at institutions of higher education included Hijas de Cuauhtemoc at Cal State Long Beach and Encuentro Femenil at Cal State Northridge (both spearheaded by Anna Nieto-Gómez); Melquiades (edited by the graduate students of Spanish at UC, Irvine); El Tecolote (directed by Juan González at San Francisco State University); Fuego de Aztlán; Con Safos, Maíze, El Camino, La Gente de Aztlán, El Popo, Pocho Che, Border-Line (University of Nevada at Reno); La Luz in Colorado; La Palabra (edited by Dr. Justo Alarcón at Arizona State University); Revista Rio Bravo, Tejidos, and the recently launched Huizache (in Texas); Calaloo: Journal of African Diaspora Arts and Letters (founded at Southern University in Baton Rouge by Dr. Charles Rowell – with a Fall 1992 Special Issue dedicated to Puerto Rican writers and a Summer 2000 issue dedicated to Dominican writers); Midwest-East, Midwest-West and Chiricú (associated with Chicano-Riqueño-Cubano studies at Indiana University in Bloomington); The Young Lord (in Milwaukee); Centro: Journal of the Center for Puerto Rican Studies, The Rican, The Young Lords, and La Revista de Estudios Puerto Riqueños (Brooklyn College); Románica and Lyra (edited by Cuban writers Iraida Iturralde and Lourdes Gil at New York University); Calibán (edited by Dr. Roberto Márquez at Hampshire College in Amherst). Not limited to literary studies, the peer-reviewed scholarly journals Aztlán: A Journal of Chicano Studies published at the Chicano Studies Research Center at UCLA; Diálogo at the Center for Latino Research at DePaul University in Chicago; and Latino Studies (Palgrave Macmillan) are still active.

    

    
      Revistas that evolved into presses

      Bilingual Review/Revista Bilingüe, Revista Chicano-Riqueña, and Third Woman were started at institutions of higher education but – in similar fashion to Romano’s Quinto Sol Press – they each evolved into small presses, primarily because of the driving force of their editors who were also their founders. Bilingual Review/Revista Bilingüe was founded by Gary D. Keller in 1973 through the Department of Romance Languages in City College of New York. Bilingual Review Press, which has been based in Tempe since 1986, where Keller is associated with the Hispanic Research Center at Arizona State University, has published the early works of Ron Arias, Nash Candelaria, Miguel Méndez, Alejandro Morales, Marjorie Agosín, Ana Castillo, and Alma Luz Villanueva. Third Woman was founded in 1979 by Norma Alarcón at Indiana University in Bloomington when she was a graduate student in the Department of Spanish and Portuguese. While in Bloomington, she published six issues of Third Woman, each dedicated to a different region of the country. The first issue focused on the Midwest and featured the work of Sandra Cisneros, who was still in Chicago, her hometown. In 1987, when Alarcón got hired as a professor of ethnic studies at the University of California at Berkeley, she converted the magazine to Third Woman Press, an independent press. By the time Third Woman Press ceased publication in 2004, Alarcón had published 30 books and anthologies of some of the leading Chicana feminist writers, including Ana Castillo, Sandra Cisneros, Cherríe Moraga, and Carla Trujillo.

      Revista Chicano-Riqueña, the most successful of all the Latino reviews, was founded at Indiana University in Gary in 1972 by Nicolás Kanellos and Luis Dávila with the intention of strengthening the ties between Puerto Ricans, Chicanos, and other Latinos. Initial funding for the review was a sum of $500 left over from a Ford Foundation grant to Latin American studies at Indiana University in Bloomington. Their mission statement, presented in Spanish, indicated that to attain the widest possible cultural pluralism, “we will avoid all dogmas be they academic or ideological, and we will maintain an open, enthusiastic, and inquisitive editorial position” [my translation]. Beginning with its inaugural issue in Spring 1973, the review published short fiction, poetry, and essays of literary criticism. Among its first contributors were Luis Leal and Tomás Rivera. In its early years, Revista Chicano-Riqueña, a quarterly magazine, supported itself from the sale of the magazine but soon it started to receive grants from CCLM and the National Endowment for the Arts. In no time, Revista Chicano-Riqueña won recognition nationwide, including the 1986 and the 1987 Citation of Achievement from CCLM.

      Building on the magazine’s success, Kanellos founded Arte Público Press in 1979 to further provide a national forum for Hispanic writers; and when he was offered a teaching position at the University of Houston the following year, he was invited to take the review with him and to continue his work as director of the press. As part of the teaching contract that brought him to the University of Houston, Kanellos negotiated with the Provost for a position for a business manager that was paid by the Department of Modern and Classical Languages, the department where he was based. With the move, Revista Chicano-Riqueña underwent some changes. The first issue published in Houston was dedicated to Latino short fiction and its editorial statement was given in English (1980, 8(1)). Appealing to the readership at its new home, issue 8(3) focused entirely on “Los Tejanos” (“The Texans”) and was dedicated to distinguished folklorist and writer Américo Paredes (1980, 8(3)). Funding expanded to include grants from the Texas Commission for the Arts, the Cultural Arts Council of Houston/Harris County, and Teneco Oil.

      In 1984, owing to the managing operations of both the review and those of Arte Público Press, Kanellos assumed the role of publisher of the review, and Julián Olivares and José Saldívar, professors at the University of Houston, became the new editors. In 1986, to “embrace all US Hispanic groups in creative brotherhood,” Revista Chicano-Riqueña changed its name to The Americas Review: A Review of Hispanic Art and Literature of the USA with Olivares as its editor (Spring 1986, 14(1)). In 1992, a 20th anniversary edition, edited by Olivares and Evangelina Vigil-Piñón celebrated the work of 14 writers whose work had appeared in the 10th anniversary edition as well as the work of 27 newer voices (Fall–Winter 1992, 20(3–4)). The writers, listed on the back cover of the issue, are Jimmy Santiago Baca, Ana Castillo, Lorna Dee Cervantes, Denise Chávez, Sandra Cisneros, Roberta Fernández, Rolando Hinojosa-Smith, Tato Laviera, Miguel Piñero, Tomás Rivera, Luis Omar Salinas, Ed Vega, Evangelina Vigil-Piñón, Tino Villanueva, and María Helena Viramontes. In 1997, on its 25th anniversary, with a visually beautiful “Valedictorian Issue” edited by Lauro Flores, with a cover designed by Giovanni Mora and artwork by José Orantes, the review was officially closed under the premise that it had served the purpose for which it had been founded. In its pages had appeared the first works of many writers who had developed or would develop into accomplished writers of Latino heritage in the United States.

      By then, Kanellos had started to expand the activities of the press into new areas. In 1992, with initial funding from the Rockefeller Foundation, where Tomás Ybarra-Frausto was then in charge of grants in the Latin American area, Kanellos formed a national board of well-known critics, professors, and librarians and launched the Recovering the US Hispanic Heritage Project, the first nationally coordinated attempt to recover, index, and publish lost Hispanic writings that date back to the American colonial period through 1960. In 1994, Arte Público Press created Piñata Books, an imprint dedicated to children and young adult literature, and made giant strides towards meeting a public demand for books for children that accurately portray Hispanic culture in the United States. Then, in the late 1990s, the press began to publish much-needed documentation of the Hispanic Civil Rights Movement (1965–80). By 2010, more than 40 books had been published as part of the Recovering project. Scholars on the board of the Recovering project who have edited some of these volumes have been Ramón Gutiérrez and Genaro Padilla; Erlinda Gonzales-Berry and Charles Tatum; María Herrera-Sobek and Virginia Sánchez Korrel; José Aranda and Silvio Torres-Saillant; Kenya Dworkin y Méndez and Agnes Lugo-Ortiz; Antonia Castañeda and A. Gabriel Meléndez; and Gerald E. Poyo and Tomás Ybarra-Frausto.

      Through many-pronged efforts, Kanellos, the professionals on the board of the Recovering project, and the able staff at the press – including Marina Tristán, the assistant director of Arte Público Press – have challenged the boundaries of both American and Latin American literature. In the early years of the twentieth-first century, Arte Público Press is ranked as one of the largest of the small presses in the United States. The enterprise that had its start as Revista Chicano-Riqueña has grown into a powerful force with major funding from state and national funding sources as well as from private foundations. As a group, they have helped to change the face of American literature through the publication of works by present and past American writers of Latino heritage. Among the award-winning writers of recent years have been Lucha Corpi, Graciela Limón, Pat Mora, Judith Ortiz Cofer, Sergio Troncoso, and Victor Villaseñor.

    

    
      Revistas affiliated with community groups

      Some of the reviews that made the most lasting impact were aimed at readers in the community at large and were published independently in support of particular causes. At times, these reviews also circulated among a select readership abroad – in Mexico, Cuba, Nicaragua, Spain, France, and Germany – in similar fashion to how reviews of the international avant-garde have been documented to have given their readership a dynamic sense of the political and aesthetic discourses of the moment. Of these community reviews, El Grito del Norte (Española, New Mexico, 1968–73) and Caracol (San Antonio, 1974–9) stood out for their quality and length of publication.

      El Grito del Norte, edited by Elizabeth “Betita” Sutherland Martínez, was a bilingual publication that supported Reies Tijerina’s struggle for the land grants that had been given by the Spanish crown to the early settlers in the area. Martínez – the daughter of a teacher of Spanish who had fought with Pancho Villa in the Mexican Revolution and a Caucasian mother who was a writer and teacher – was born in 1925 in Washington, DC, and graduated from Swarthmore College. Her lifelong participation in social movements for equality began in the 1950s as a United Nations researcher on the decolonization of African nations and continued in the 1960s with her work in the black Civil Rights Movement in the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) in Mississippi and as the SNCC coordinator in its New York office. In 1968 she moved to New Mexico where, with Beverly Axelrod who had worked with the Black Panther Party’s newspaper, she co-founded El Grito del Norte, which expanded Chicano journalistic efforts into worldwide leftist causes at the same time that it focused on local issues central to New Mexico. Martínez’s contribution to the Chicano cause was one of coalition building and a collaborative struggle for social justice, including women’s rights.

      In New Mexico she found a militant struggle for land rights dating back to the 1840s when after being annexed by the United States, the nuevomexicanos had become colonized subjects in their own land, a dynamic that Martínez understood well (Fernández 1994b: xxxi). With seed money from a small foundation, she solicited help from the Chicano Communications Center in Albuquerque in recruiting a small cadre of writers and photographers whom she trained in community journalism with the aim of moving beyond Chicano nationalism, for she viewed the concept of Aztlán, the mytho-historical Chicano homeland, as always being set forth in imagery that encouraged the association of machismo with female domination (Martínez 1998: 175).

      El Grito del Norte began publication on 24 August 1968 with an 11 × 14 inch, 30-page format which it maintained on a monthly basis for six years. Its lead articles tended to be written by Martínez and a column by Enriqueta Longauex y Vásquez, “¡Despierten Hermanos!,” appeared regularly. Each issue had a pastiche of subject matter, from local issues to land issues throughout the hemisphere and other Third World locales. Photographs added visual interest. The editorial staff for the most part tended to be identified by first name only but the final issue – a spread of photographs that documented the journal’s six years of existence – acknowledged the many people who had contributed to its success: Beverly Axelrod, Antonio Córdova, Betita Martínez, Tessa Martínez, Adelita Medina, Sandra Solís, Valentina Váldez, Frances Varela, Enriqueta Vásquez, and many others (July–August, 1973).

      Caracol (1974–9) was founded in San Antonio, Texas by Cecilio García-Camarillo, a poet from Laredo who had graduated with a major in English from the University of Texas at Austin. Caracol aimed to provide a forum for writers with different points of view to hold a dialogue. He also saw the function of the review as a spiritual search based on the Aztec philosophy of “flor y canto” [literally, “flower and song” and metaphorically, the search for the eternal through the ephemeral] and encouraged contributors to submit works in English, Spanish, Nahautl (the original language of the Aztecs in Central Mexico and still spoken in many present-day indigenous communities in Mexico), and Caló (the language of the barrio). Parallel to its aesthetic mission, Caracol had a political mission closely associated with La Raza Unida Party, then a major force in Texas politics founded by José Ángel Gutiérrez to push for the educational rights of Mexican-Americans and their participation in state-wide elections.

      In its first two years, Caracol was published at the Texas Institute for Educational Development, with support from Carlos Guerra, the director of the Institute. The editorial board (consisting of Cecilio and Mia Stageberg García-Camarillo, Moisés and Angela de Hoyos, Alfredo and Susana de la Torre, Reyes Cárdenas, César Martínez, and Max Martínez) had a clearly defined sense of resistance in their struggle to publish a community review on a monthly basis. Their aim was to form a center of communication that would train others in the creation of magazines and to give the readership a sense of new direction. Publishing a community-oriented monthly review clearly was a financial challenge. But the Garcia-Camarillos and their cultural worker friends managed to publish 1,000 copies monthly, to distribute the copies at local stores and book stores, and to mail copies to subscribers within the United States and in Mexico, Cuba, Spain, France, and Germany. They also sponsored many community cultural events to raise funds to support the costs of publication. And occasionally an “angel” in the guise of Rolando Hinojosa appeared to fund the run of an issue.

      The most distinguishing characteristic of Caracol that separated its pages from that of other revistas of the 1970s was its consistent focus on women’s issues and its promotion of women writers. Its pages provided a platform for Marta Cotera and Anna Nieto-Gómez, leading exponents of Chicana feminism of the time, and encouraged a feminist consciousness through testimonial statements by members of the community. Caracol regularly featured the work of Angela de Hoyos, Carmen Tafolla, and Evangelina Vigil, San Antonio poets whose collections would become part of the canon of Chicana literature. Others who contributed on a regular basis to Caracol were Margarita Cota-Cárdenas, Inés Hernández, Sylvia Lizárraga, Rosaura Sánchez, and Gina Valdés as well as Alurista, José Antonio Burciaga, Reyes Cárdenas, Carlos Cumpián, Abelardo Delgado, Rolando Hinojosa, José Montalvo, Joe Olvera, and others.

      In 1977, Cecilio and Mia Garcia-Camarillo left the literary journal in the hands of Alfredo and Susana de la Torre and headed westward. In Albuquerque, Cecilio continued his work in cultural journalism as editor of Rayas (1978–9) and for more than 15 years chronicled the cultural and political scene in a radio program, “Espejos de Aztlán.” A much beloved figure, eventually he worked as cultural attaché at the Mexican Consulate in Albuquerque until his early death in 2001.

      Numerous magazines have also been aimed at communities of writers and activists, among them El Gallo (established in Denver in August 1967 by Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzáles to promote the goals of the civil rights organization Crusade for Justice); Tin Tán: Revista Cósmica (associated with the Poche Che Collective of Third World writers in the Mission District of San Francisco that included Roberto Vargas, Nina Serrano, Alfonso Maciel, Oscar Maciel, Alejandro Murguía, Janice Mirikitani, Jessica Hagedorn, Ntozake Shange, Víctor Hernández Cruz, Michael Ríos and Rupert García); ChismeArte (an arts and literary review of the Concilio de Arte Popular and the Los Angeles Latino Writers Association among whose members were Carlos Almárez, Guillermo Bejerano, Helena María Viramontes, Luis J. Rodríguez, and Sybil Venegas); De Colores (founded in Albuquerque by Dr. José and Linda Armas through their non-profit organization De Colores Inc.); Tonantzín (a cultural arts publication in association with the Guadalupe Arts Center in San Antonio whose staff included Pedro A. Rodríguez, Juan Tejada, Kathy Vargas, Bryce Milligan, and others); Brújula/Compass (directed by Peruvian poet Issac Goldemberg, with a fluctuating Advisory Board that at times has consisted of Margarite Fernández Olmos, Dolores Prida, Elizabeth Starcevic, Silvio Torres-Saillant, and Ed Vega, all members of the Latin American Writers Institute in New York whose mission continues to be the promotion and dissemination of the work of Latino writers living in the United States); and The Acentos Review (a current publication of the Bronx Poetry Showcase).

      Several independent reviews have included Mango (a small review with an irregular and limited run printed in San Jose, California by Lorna Dee Cervantes, Orlando Ramírez, and José Antonio Burciaga on an off-set press); La Revista Literaria de El Tecolote (edited by Francisco Alarcón, Sue Martínez, and Carlos Morton in the Mission District in San Francisco); Huehuetitlán (founded in San Antonio by Angela de Hoyos, edited by Juan Cárdenas and Bryce Milligan, and published irregularly by M & A Editions/Publications); Linden Lane Magazine (founded by Cuban exiles Heberto Padilla and Belkis CuzaMalé in 1982 “for Cuban writers in any country” and still actively publishing); Areíto (edited by Lourdes Casals); Mariel (edited by Roberto Valero in New York City); Testimonio and Encuentro de la Cultura Cubana (edited by Felipe Lázaro Alvarez); Palabras y Papel (edited by Maya Islas); and the more recent review, El Andar (published in Santa Cruz, California, by Jorge Chino between 1995 and 2000, and presently published sporadically online); PALABRA: A Magazine of Chicano/Latino Literary Art (founded in Los Angeles in 2009 by Puerto Rican writer Elena Minor); Revista Contratiempo: Arte y Pensamiento Latinoamericano en USA (presently published in the Pilsen area of Chicago); Arteyvida.com, currently an online publication managed by Gerardo Cárdenas in Chicago; and IdentidadLatina. com (currently published online in Hartford, Connecticut).

      Since the mid-1960s contemporary Latino/a writers have thus been publishing throughout the country in numerous “little magazines” that grew out of specific social movements. These reviews, for the most part, have been labors of love and have tended to be run on volunteer labor or supported in part by institutions of higher education where their editors teach or have taught. From their initial focus on the struggles of a specific ethnic group, over time as the Spanish-speaking population in the United States has increased and become even more heterogeneous, the literary reviews have served as a testimonial to the movement towards the more encompassing identity of “Latinos.” Together this vast network of editors, writers, scholars, and critics have established the field of Latino literature, one of the most vital literary forces in the cultural life of the United States in the twenty-first century.With the growing importance of Latinos/as in the United States, glossy, commercial reviews, such as Hispanic and Latina, market to a public with expendable cash and tell an altogether different story.
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      Latino/a authors of narrative fiction have total freedom when it comes to choosing how to tell their stories. This appears in the shape of style (idiosyncratic use of syntax, for instance), medium (all verbal or the combination of visual-verbal, for instance), and storytelling mode (realism or magical realism, naturalism or fantasy, regionalism or science fiction, for instance). While the options are many and the combinations limitless, Latino/a authors (like many others) gravitate toward two main storytelling modes: realism or magical realism.

      Most fiction (Latino/a-penned or otherwise) today follows in the realist tradition popularized in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Realism (along with its derivations such as naturalism) is a specific delimited form of writing fiction whereby scholars (and some authors) consider the text to be like a mirror in the road, capturing and then reflecting whatever passes by. The common understanding is that realism is a kind of fiction that most directly (and faithfully) presents a reflection of reality. Antonio Villarreal’s Pocho (1959) or Nicholasa Mohr’s Nilda (1973) would be considered realist.

      Magical realism is a form of narrative fiction writing whereby the narrative makes no distinction nor discriminates between events that defy the laws of nature (in physics or genetics, for example) and those that conform to the laws of nature. Scholars mostly follow the mirror-in-road mimetic principle as stated above, but do so by talking about how the captured and reflected reality itself is at once magical and real. Ron Arias’s The Road to Tamazunchale (1975) and Ana Castillo’s So Far From God (1994) would be considered magical realist.

      Upon closer inspection, we see that realism and magical realism are simply available features and devices for Latino/a authors to use when deciding how best to tell their story. As such, the magical realist fictions are entirely reconstructions of the building blocks of reality. That is, realism and magical realism (or other so-identified, non-realist modes such as the fantastic) are a reflection of reality in as much as they use as their prime matter objects and entities we can recognize and understand – even in their most magical and zany incarnations. They both reflect reality to the extent that by necessity their building blocks are building blocks taken from reality and processed by the author’s capacity to think in terms of causal relations, counterfactual hypotheses, and probabilistic outcomes, among others. In this sense, there is no difference between a realist novel by Villarreal or Mohr and a magical realist novel byArias or Ana Castillo.

      This is not to propose that there is no aesthetic difference. As I mention here and in my work elsewhere, Latino/a authors who choose the storytelling envelope of magical realism do so because they want to achieve a particular effect on the reader, one where the narrative does not shift voice, tone, mood, or carefulness of focus when portraying events that are ruled by laws of nature and expressed in causality (A falls and hits B and C results) with those that are not ruled by the laws of nature (A falls butfloats in mid-air, creating, say, a non-natural causal chain of reactions). Latino/a authors choose this narrative form to be able to tell a story that is at once totally and completely adjusted to everyday reality, with its operations according to laws of nature, as well as including events, actions, characterizations that do not conform to the laws of nature – and this in an organically whole, stylistically and tonally seamless storytelling fashion.

      Latino/a authors know well that no matter how realistic or how magical realistic a given narrative fiction is, it will never correspond in a one-to-one manner with reality. They know well that the map is not the territory, in other words. As such, when a Latino/a author chooses to write a magical realist narrative fiction, he or she necessarily selects in and selects out details. In so doing, the author creates what I have called elsewhere (Aldama 2009a) a blueprint that we as readers follow and fill in its gaps to (co)create a fully imagined storyworld. When they create a blueprint we call magical realism, the author must include signposts that, say, educate us to mentally fill in the gaps (or gap-fill) in ways we are not accustomed to in our everyday engagement with reality: the ball falls when we drop it in our everyday activities; it does not necessarily do so in a magical realist narrative fiction. We gap-fill the same way as we would with a realist text, it’s just that the blueprint guides us to gap-fill without further ado and no explanation is given regarding the events, actions, or characters that do not conform to the natural laws that govern our everyday experiences.

      So, authors create blueprints where the unnatural and naturalmix seamlessly. In So Far From God, Ana Castillo creates a blueprint set in New Mexico where a young Latina girl dies, self-levitates in an act of resurrection, becomes a foreteller of the winning numbers for the lottery; and Castillo creates a blueprint that includes a jilted lover who begins bleating like a goat, among many other unnatural events. John Rechy creates a blueprint set in Los Angeles where a middle-aged Latina mother is literally visited by the Virgin Mary (The Miraculous Day of Amalia Gómez, 1991). Ron Arias creates a blueprint where the octogenarian Fausto is taken care of by his dead wife Evangelina (The Road to Tamazunchale). Alejandro Morales creates three protagonists named Gregorio Revueltas who live in the present, past, and future simultaneously (The Rag Doll Plagues, 1992). In The Hummingbird’s Daughter (2005), Luis Urrea invents a character Teresa Urrea (based on one of his great aunts) who is born with a red triangle on her forehead – a mark “reserved for the ‘powerfulones’” (Urrea 2005: 27). She grows up to learn the ways of curandería (together with the worldview of curanderismo) and to direct and capture the dreams of her friends, taking “the girls on journeys as if they were flying in the wind” (2005: 254). In María Cristina Mena’s stories such as “Marriage by Miracle” (1914), we meet the character Ernestina who is given a surgically enhanced spiritual countenance by a famous New York surgeon – a countenance that soon turns ominous when we learn that the surgeon has robbed her of her smile.

      There are those who really have fun with the storytelling mode. For instance, in Love Queen of the Amazon (1992), Cecile Pineda pokes fun at the mode while empowering her protagonist Ana Magdalana. She is expelled from a convent school (for nudity), forced to marry (arranged) a literary figure and writer of magical realist fiction, Don Federico Orgaz y Orgaz, then, unbeknownst to him, runs a name already spells brothel in the basement of their house. As Don Federico Orgaz y Orgaz’s name already spells out, behind his pomp and circumstance he is full of gas. Orgaz y Orgaz exclaims: “Fabulation! Fabulation is what is needed, the endless and obsessive elaboration of the narrative line to form labyrinthine arabesques, polyhedrons, dodecahedrons of astonishing and dizzying complexity” (Pineda 1992: 58). With a similar humorous spirit, Daniel Olivas’s The Book of Want (2011), follows the story of two sisters: Conchita – a voluptuous, “creamy-brown skin” septuagenarian who never marries but “still desired men” (Olivas 2011: 1) – and her younger sister, Julieta, who listens to her iPod while she power-walks each morning and worries about her twin sons at UCLA. While Olivas sets the story in a contemporary and rather recognizably quotidian Los Angeles neighborhood, the actions and events are not at all mundane. Without much ado, the readers and neighborhood denizens witness Mr. Rojo levitate on his lawn. The narrator explains: “if a man could twist cutlery into pretzels by merely concentrating, certainly [he] could rise above his blanket for a few hours without breaking the laws of physics or relying on other gods. No. No! Not a miracle. A normal event purely of their world. Based on science. Nothing more. Nothing less” (Olivas 2011: 9). In The People of Paper (2005), Salvador Plascencia splits the narrative itself into individual columns that follow the experiences of the main characters, including the omnipresent Saturn; he is not a flesh-and-blood character, just a presence who looks over and determines the fates of the characters. We meet Federico de la Fe, a widowed bed-wetter, and his daughter Little Merced, a lime-sucker like her mother, and the cholo, Smiley. As the leader of a resistant organization who is fighting for self-determination and free will, Smiley decides to seek out and destroy the omnipresent Saturn. Instructed by the curandero Apolonio, he follows a map made of tracing paper that guides him to a “rough spot” in the sky. He begins “peeling at the deteriorating glaze of blue, collapsing part of the sky and exposing a layer of papier-mâché” (Plascencia 2006: 103). Here he proceeds to saw through the layers of newspaper and glue where he finds a “manhole in the California sky.” He then grabs at the “edges of the hole” and pulls himself “into the house of Saturn” (2006: 103). He discovers not only that Saturn is the fiction author named Salvador Plascencia but that he’s suffering because his fictional creations are taking over his life. We learn:


      
        He had surrendered the story and his power as narrator … And despite the order he had provided in the form of columns and chapters, he applied none of that logic to his sleeping quarters: his shirts and pants crumpled and pushed against the corners, the linens and towels unfolded and dirty, books stacked in badly planned towers that disregarded alphabet and size, falling and collapsing into rubble.

        (Plascencia 2006: 103–4)

      

      It is not in the content per se that we find the difference between realism, the fantastic, and magical realism, but first and foremost in the aesthetic domain and in the stylistic (mood and tone, for example) and narrative technique (such as point of view and tense). From the point of view of the categories and genres established in aesthetics, the fantastic belongs in the category of the grotesque, where it coexists with the concepts and emotions of horror, ugliness, and psychological and physical deformity, plus notions hailing from the theological, the spiritual, and/or the supernatural. From the same standpoint of aesthetics, magical realism does not fit in the genre of the grotesque, while it is perfectly compatible with the genres of tragedy, comedy (including farce and parody), and their combinations (see Aldama and Hogan (forthcoming)Conversations on Cognitive Cultural Studies).

      Concerning the technique (voice and style) used to represent the acts and events of the story, magical realism operates with seamless transitions between the realistic mode and the breach of realistic conventions. If the reader follows and gap-fills the blueprint in the way the author intends, the magical realist narrative fiction can have a great cognitive and affective pay off. In So Far From God, for instance, Castillo wants her readers to feel as moved by the suspenseful moments, such as when the character Francisco el Penitente abducts the protagonist (and one of four daughters) Caridad’s lesbian partner Esperanza “right in front of the rape crisis center” (Castillo 1994c: 207). Castillo wants her readers to experience La Loca’s acts of self-levitation and Fe’s speaking with a voice that resembles a “World War II radio transmitter” (1994c: 85) with like engagement. Castillo also wants to open the readers’ eyes to issues such as oppression and exploitation – the kind that leads Fe, who works in a chemical plant, to eventually literally melt into air. This along with other additions to the conventions of magical realist storytelling – including the giving substance to her third-person narrator identifiably Chicana – ultimately create a “newly revised Chicana-identified” magical realism that opens the readers’ eyes to the experiences of Chicanas living in a racist and sexist society and that “spectacularizes its own engagement with both the masculinist and consumerist traditions of magical realism” (Aldama 2003: 89).

      In Postethnic Narrative Criticism (2003), I discuss some of what I formulate above as well as detail how certain devices (a preface-like introduction or figures such as curanderas, tricksters, and pícaros) work to identify a given text as magical realist to the reader. Within the conventions of Hispanophone literature the world over, such figures are readily identified by readers as outsiders who operate outside the natural laws (curandera) and bend the rules of social convention and decorum (pícaro and trickster). Signposts such as these are deliberately installed in the blueprint to help establish the magical realist contract with readers. They present from “the outset the rules that will govern the reading of the narrative, the way the reader/viewer should enter the textual world” (2003: 36). Thus, figures such as the curandera, the trickster, or the pícaro are put into the story to represent the “matter-of-factness of the magical events as they unfold” (Aldama 2003: 37). They function as bridge figures who “objectively and rationally discusses the magical events in the storyworld” (2003: 37).

      As with theories of other kinds of narrative fictional blueprints (such as realism, naturalism, the fantastic), there is much written on the subject of magical realism. Within this scholarship we see play out two main approaches: 1) The content-only, mirror-in-the-road (mimetic) approach; and 2) the formal-feature, non-mirror-in-the-road (non-mimetic) approach. These can be summarized also as: the ontological approach that considers how a text represents a resistant and/or intangible ontological presence (see Franz Roh’s early twentieth-century formulation concerning German experimental art or Alejo Carpentier’s formulation of an Afro-Caribbean ontology); or as the formalist approach that considers how literary devices are used to allow for the intermingling of the improbable with the mundane (see Rushdie 1991; Aldama 2003; Bowers 2004; Manzanas et al 2009). As I argue elsewhere, the first approach begins with context (political, cultural, racial, gendered, for instance), then reaches into the text to find evidence to support its contextual assertions. We might liken this to an ethnopoetic, or anthropological approach. The second approach begins with the narrative fiction as artifact then reaches out to author and reader contexts (political, cultural, racial, gendered, for instance) that inflect its making and consumption.

      The first wave of scholarship on magical realism dealt essentially with fiction writers south of the border, such as Jorge Luis Borges, Alejo Carpentier, Gabriel García Márquez and other Latin American Boom authors. This included scholars such as Angel Flores, Luis Leal, Arturo Uslar Pietri, and Seymour Menton. Authors such as Alejo Carpentier also offered their own intellectual formulation of the practice (see the preface to his 1949 published novel El Reino de este mundo with its how-to-read guide of what he calls “lo real maravilloso”). In each case we see either its identification as a pan-Latino/a or a regionalist aesthetic; Carpentier’s formulation is regionally specific to the point that it identifies a unique Caribbean ontology. In many ways, the scholarship today continues these threads but focuses largely on the North American and the postcolonial magical realist narrative. I hereby offer a brief summary of these main approaches in the recent scholarship on magical realism (North American and postcolonial).

    

    
      Context approach

      In Magical Realism and the Postcolonial Novel (2009), Christopher Warnes offers a semantic approach, exploring how the structures used in postcolonial magical realism create a meaning system that turns upside down discourses of self (Western) and other (postcolonial subjects) brought on by Western colonialism “supported as it is in the modern period by the universalist claims of reason” (Warnes 2009: 17). In Rediscovering Magical Realism in the Americas (2004), Shannin Schroeder offers a like scholarly spirit and approach. Authors such as Louise Erdrich, Toni Morrison, Ron Arias, and Cristina García reinscribe center vs. margin boundaries, bringing the “fringe back into the central discourse” (Schroeder 2004: 151). For such other-marked authors (race, ethnicity, gender), Schroeder argues that magical realism, “permits the margins more than an entry into the main discourse; it offers the opportunity to reevaluate that central ideological constraint and to challenge the very features of the mainstream that allow for a margin in the first place” (2004: 151).

      In Ordinary Enchantments (2004), Wendy B. Faris casts aside any scholarly work that might situate magical realism as a literary form of primitivism – that the magical realist text is, well, magical and mythical and out of time and place – by celebrating it as a “radically hybrid literary primitivism” (Faris 2004: 166). Her criticism is systematically developed in her analyses of 16 novels by authors such as Salman Rushdie, Ben Okri, Wilson Harris, and Toni Morrison. As a result, she offers several central features pertaining (mostly) to the content that typify a magical realist narrative fiction. It must include the presence of an irreducible element of magic as well as the real, observable world. It must put to rest the reader’s attempt to explain the nature of the events. It must merge different ontological realms. It must disrupt time, space, and identity.

    

    
      Text approach

      In Magic(al) Realism (2004), Maggie Ann Bowers sums up the different approaches, identifying a common thread: most formulations discuss the importance of the use of a “matter-of-fact, realist tone … when presenting magical happenings” (Bowers 2004: 3). She continues: “Its distinguishing feature from literary realism is that it fuses the two opposing aspects of the oxymoron (the magical and the realist) together to form one new perspective” (2004: 3). Not only must the magical and realist come together seamlessly to create a new perspective on the events and characters of the storyworld, but this must be done by the use of a “matter-of-fact” voice and manner whereby the magical events are accepted as a part of material reality, whether seen or unseen (Bowers 2004: 29). That is, the narrative cannot be too subjective (such as a drug-induced hallucination), as that would explain away the magical.

      As I already mentioned, in Postethnic Narrative Criticism (Aldama 2003), I identify the structures (voice, point of view, characterization, for instance) used by US multiethnic and British postcolonial authors and directors to create magical realist fiction. As such, I explore just how they at once draw on and expand a narrative fiction tradition that I trace back to Rabelais and Cervantes to “deconstruct the reifying effects of those forms of discourse that help objectify the subaltern as inexorably and ontologically Other” (Aldama 2003: 41). Moreover, in sleuthing out just how magical realism works in Castillo, Rushdie, Julie Dash, Charles Johnson, Oscar “Zeta” Acosta, among others, I ascertain that its storytelling power is not in “its ability to replace the real of reality, but in its creative play with its narrative components; its play with its story and discourse that calls attention to the difference between verba and res (word and thing)” (2003: 41). Its “rebellious aesthetic force” I contend, “lies in its ability to deftly call attention to its own artifice and its ability to move its readers and transform perceptions of the world” (2003: 41).

      In Uncertain Mirrors: Magical Realisms in US Ethnic Literatures (2009), Ana María Manzanas, Jesús Benito, and Begoña Simal build on the theory of fiction as a possible world (Lubomír Doležel, for instance) and my own work to firmly situate magical realism (and narrative fiction generally) within an anti-mimetic theory of aesthetics. They dismiss either a “world-simulating or world-creating conception of artistic representation” (Manzanas et al 2009: 3), and instead follow a blueprint (my words) approach; they posit that narrative fiction is not a “reflection” of reality, but a possible world whereby “truth is determined not relative to an extratextual universe, but in relation to a fictional world” (Manzanas et al 2009: 36). They build a solid foundation for understanding how magical realism works as simply a part of the possible world-creating enterprise of fiction-making and therefore that it is an entirely newly built and consumed object that circulates in the real world outside the text. Moreover, for Manzanas et al, authors choose the mode of magical realism because of the “limitations of realism as an expressive mode” to capture the “complexity and vastness of the new lands [that] required the combination of the rational and verifiable with the fantastic and fabulous” (2009: 40). Comparative in their approach, they identify authors as varied as Nora Okja Keller, Amy Tan, Leslie Marmon Silko, Karen Tei Yamashita, among many others, who use magical realism as a “hybrid aesthetic” in their particular, idiosyncratic “world-creating” activities (2009: 54). They consider how this storytelling mode that allows for the building of seamless real and magical (unnatural) events operates within the realm of the infinitely possible and replaces the “either/or choice” imposed on other storytelling modes and mimetic conceptions of fiction (2009: 57) by a procedure that many multiethnic and postcolonial authors have found extremely creative and liberating.

      The publication of Gabriel García Márquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude and its near simultaneous translation into English in 1967 helped open East Coast publishers’ eyes to other ways of storytelling for Latino/a authors. The expectation – prejudice, even – was that Latino/a authors could and should only write what they knew first-hand: the gritty realist migrant farmworker or urban gangbanger story. It was to write in the mode of an Ernesto Galarza (Barrio Boy), José Antonio Villarreal (Pocho), or a Piri Thomas (Down These Mean Streets). One Hundred Years of Solitude ushered into the US the great variety of styles and techniques used by the Latin American Boom authors, and opened doors for authors such as Rudolfo Anaya (his trilogy begun with Bless Me, Ultima, 1972), Miguel Méndez in Peregrinos de Aztlán (1974), Ron Arias (Road to Tamazunchale, 1975), and Isabella Ríos in Victuum (1975) – the prelude to the diluvium of magical realism seen in the 1980s and 1990s. Of course, as we know from the history of East Coast publishing seeking dollar profits, once magical realism was identified as a money-making formula, it was used as yet another constraint on Latino/a fiction. From the 1990s through today, it appeared that East Coast publishers wanted all Latino/a authors to use magical realism – especially a watered-down, formulaic iteration.

      That said, magical realism continues to be a storytelling option for Latino/a authors of short stories, novels, plays, and even comic books. They have chosen and continue to choose to use magical realism as a storytelling mode. Some authors, such as Montserrat Fontes, Rudolfo Anaya, John Rechy, Ana Castillo, Helena María Viramontes, Luis Urrea, Denise Chávez, Cecil Pineda, and Alejandro Morales, use it now and then as they see fit, while constantly exploring many other envelopes (styles, structures, devices) for their stories. Whereas other authors, such as Himilce Novas, Sandra Benítez, María Amparo Escandón, and Isabel Allende, have seemingly settled comfortably into the magical realist storytelling mode, turning to it repeatedly throughout their writing careers. (In Postethnic Narrative Criticism (Aldama 2003), I speak about how this becomes rather clichéd and formulaic in certain authors.) Either way, as gleaned from interviews and statements made by Latino/a authors, they choose magical realism (as they would any other storytelling mode) using the criteria according to which they determine the best and most suitable way to construct a story that will engage their readers (see Aldama 2006).

      The fact is, Latino/a authors, just like any authors, take their pleasure wherever they can get it. Magical realism is one such reservoir. In this last instance, it offers Latino authors a powerfully expansive and radically inclusive storytelling mode for them to develop their own creativity.
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      Chica lit novels, written by United States Latina and Mexican-American authors and featuring a young, upwardly mobile US Latina or Mexican-American protagonist (or a group of Latina girlfriends) are part of a fast-growing subgenre, itself a niche market of what is now best known as “chick lit.” Since the 2003 publication of Alisa Valdés-Rodríguez’s The Dirty Girls Social Club, as Jessica DiVisconte has shown, publisher’s imprints such as St Martin’s Griffin, HarperCollins’ series Avon Trade, Penguin’s Berkley Books, and others have put out a growing number of chica lit titles (DiVisconte 2009: 5). Part of chica lit’s success, as with its related romance and “chick lit” genres, is that its use of narrative formulas soothes the reader’s anxieties; she knows, for example, that each novel will end with a successful heterosexual romance. Yet a primary difference from chick lit is chica lit’s introduction of an ethnic identity crisis into the romance mix. This crisis is often connected with the expectations of the protagonist’s ethnic family, and with the inadequacies of her initial romantic relationship. The crisis, however, is ultimately resolved in two connected ways. The first resolution comes via the attainment of material success and “Americanization”; the second, more important, means of resolution is the protagonist’s discovery of the “right” ethnic man. As we will see, ethnic and feminist critics agree that genre constraints and marketing forces shape these central narrative requirements of chica lit: the heteronormative orientation of these characters both frames and enables their material and consumer success, which is made possible by rejecting a resistant ethnicity now identified with a “culture of poverty”: this would be what the Cuban-American narrator of Dirty Girls Social Club calls “all that dated, 1970s Chicano [Mexican-American] movement, ‘brown and proud,’ West Coast Qué viva la raza jive” (Valdés-Rodríguez 2003: 10). Indeed, in chica lit, material and consumer success are what make the ethnic protagonist American, while romantic success lessens the threat that a career will undermine her heterosexual orientation. Deborah Philips notes the narrative tension this creates where the narrator “will often deliberately distance the heroine from any suggestion of feminism, while simultaneously endorsing her successful career” (2000: 249). In this sense, the protagonists of chica lit instruct as well as act as mirrors for their readers: women who accept that a successful, ethnic gender role is achieved through assimilation to patriarchal and classed notions of what it means to be “American.”

      Although every chica lit narrative is constrained in some way by these problems, we will briefly see that the “founding” novel of chica lit, Cuban-American (her father is Cuban, her mother is seventh-generation New Mexican of Irish descent) Alisa Valdés-Rodríguez’s 2003 Dirty Girls Social Club (often hailed in the publishing industry as the “Latina” Waiting to Exhale) gestures toward feminist ethnic critique while ultimately undermining it. More conservative are novels like Argentinian-American Lara Rios’s Becoming Latina in Ten Easy Steps (2006) and Mexican-American Mary Castillo’s Hot Tamara (2005).Since all these authors have continued to publish similar, very successful books over the last four years, I will focus on them; however, they have been joined by other well-received writers such as Marta Acosta with her 2006–10 Casa Dracula “paranormal” series, and Kathy Cano-Murillo’s series of Miss Scarlet�s SchoolCrafty Chica guides, websites, and most recently, novels, such as her 2011 Miss Scarlet’s School of Patternless Sewing.

      Since these books are largely driven by formula – that is, each novel must adhere to the same general plot events, including a happy romantic ending – this chapter will rely on genre analysis, showing how chica lit borrows certain formulaic strategies from the romance novel and its older sister, the novel of manners.Chica lit combines these with elements from the recent explosion of related (sub)genres: “chick lit,” “single girl,” “shopping,” “girlfriend,” and even “paranormal” romance. We shall see how chica lit’s fundamental market orientation – as popular contemporary romance – also borrows concerns from the more resistant, politically aware Chicana coming-of-age novel, only to dramatically reframe these concerns within a rhetoric of assimilation and consumerism. Finally, because the popularity of chica lit titles is heavily author-dependent, authorial ideas about “being Latina” are important. I will expand on chica lit authors’ own observations on ethnic and gender identity, and in the process show how the internet has opened up new possibilities for authors and readers.

    

    
      Chica lit and genre

      The combination of genres that make up chica lit has also, interestingly enough, resulted in an explosion of South Asian-American chick lit (or “masala lit”) about young, upwardly mobile Indian-American women. Critical reception of masala lit helps to understand some of the same ideological pressures, especially in terms of Americanization, present in chica lit. Pamela Butler and Jigna Desai maintain in their study of South Asian-American chick lit that in “women of color subgenres such as Chica lit and Sistah Lit … the characters’ engagements with femininity and gender are often articulated through questions of race, nation, ethnicity, and socioeconomic class” (Butler and Desai 2008: 4). It is important to remember, as they point out, that the formulaic nature of the subgenre motivates these issues. Like masala lit, the nation (being “American”) and class (being materially successful) are important factors in “ethnic chick lit” in general. Thus, chica lit can help serve as a set of “manuals” that show readers how, as well as how not, to “do” a modern, American, and properly gendered ethnicity.

      The romance genre and the novel of manners have long been invested in matters of class and material success. Stephanie Harzewski demonstrates how chick lit, as well as having long-standing “consumer roots,” also owes a debt to the “acknowledged precedents” of authors such as Edith Wharton and Jane Austen (Harzewski 2006: 43). In this sense, Harzewski maintains, chick (and, I would add, chica) lit “revisits the ‘class without money’ conflict that pervades the novel of manners tradition … [and] domestic [romance] fiction’s marriage plot, chronicling the heroines’ fortune on the marriage market and assessing contemporary courtship behavior, dress, and social motives” (2006: 41). Yet no matter whether chica lit characters are wealthy or poor at the beginning of the novel, each novel will make sure that the material success of the wealthy characters is highlighted, and will reward the hardworking but initially poor characters with good jobs and a sense of “being American” by the end of the story. In this sense, chica lit also owes part of its narrative framework to the coming-of-age novel, or bildungsroman. The United States has long narrativized both individual success and being (or becoming) American through the coming-of-age genre. Now, however, Butler and Desai identify a “modern bildungsroman” in “white chick lit,” where successful citizenship has become a matter of class aspirations and consumer savvy:


      
        the bildungsroman traces the development and coming into maturation of the individual as she finds her proper location in community and society. … In modern bildungsromans, this maturation is increasingly marked as the ability to adapt oneself to a globalized society, to gain entrance into a professional labor class and to access its corresponding bourgeois luxury and leisure consumption.

        (Butler and Desai 2008: 15)

      

      
As they note, chica lit’s close ties to the concerns of romance and domestic fiction – class, capital, and (heterosexual) romance – insert this subgenre’s characters directly into the twenty-first-century consumer-oriented marketplace. Ultimately, the tensions inherent in negotiating an ethnic identity within a framework that privileges whiteness and capital must be resolved in chica lit novels by an explicit evacuation, from their narrative conclusions, of any critique of assimilation, sexism, or racial oppression.

    

    
      Chica lit and consumer culture

      The explosion of “girlfriend” and “career girl” novels, television shows, and movies in the 1990s, such as British author Helen Fielding’s Bridget Jones’s Diary (1996) and American writer Candace Bushnell’s Sex and the City (1997), are narratives in which, as Deborah Philips notes, “Female friendship is instead expressed in terms of shared tastes and consumption patterns” (2000: 247); indeed, a distinguishing mark of such novels is their endless lists of expensive consumer accoutrements. Likewise, Alisa Valdés-Rodríguez’s Dirty Girls Social Club,  like Terry McMillan ’s Waiting to Exhale (1992), chronicles how its circle of women friends ultimately all find fabulously successful careers. Yet almost until the very end of both novels, these women still cannot seem to find the “right man.” Like the conflicting demands of financial independence and domestic bliss confronted by the women in Philips’s analysis of “single woman” narratives, the reader of Dirty Girls, Playing With Boys, Hot Tamara, Becoming Latina and many more always understands that “Consumption is offered … as a means of reconciling these conflicting demands and of achieving a resolution; the … contemporary woman … is presented with an apparent infinite variety of lifestyle … [and] consumer choices” (Philips 2000: 249); this includes shopping for the correct man.

      Yet in chica lit the values of a consumer “lifestyle” are often set against, and in stark contrast to, the presumed values and lives particularly of poor and working-class Latin Americans and United States Latinos/as and Mexican-Americans.  The narrator Lauren, for example, advises us at the beginning of Dirty Girls that she and her girlfriends are not the “stereotypical” Latinas her boss presumably imagines: “brown of face and hair, uniformly uneducated, swarming across the border … with all their belongings in plastic grocery bags” (Valdés-Rodríguez 2003: 7). Instead, she insists, she and her friends are “all professionals,” not “like those downtrodden chicks in the novels of those old-school Chicana writers, you know the ones; they wait table and watch old Mexican movies. … [they] clean toilets with their fingernails coated in Ajax; their Wal-Mart polyester pants smell like tamales … ” (2003: 17). Like chick lit, chica lit often assumes a backdrop of what anthropologist Oscar Lewis first called in 1959 a “culture of poverty,” against which a modern and materially successful ethnicity must be constructed; this includes “shopping” for the right (ethnic) man: “Shopping for men … is both about employing consumer skills in order to identify (or even create) an appropriate partner. … but also the opportunity to select from a range of different men” (Philips 2000: 240). This fits the character of half-white Marcela in Becoming Latina, whose number one on her list to become Latina is “date Mexican men.” Thus, when Marcela decides she must “shop around” for the man who will make her more Latina, she is initially attracted to George “from accounting” who is “Mexican, I think. … He’s cute, single, and dresses neat” (Rios 2006a: 30). However, she soon feels that that George won’t do since he doesn’t speak Spanish and is “way too Americanized. He couldn’t wow my family with revolutionary talk of Aztec kings” (2006a: 120). Instead, and against the warnings of her best friend, she decides to make a date with Armando, a “dangerous,” poor Chicano gang member, a vato loco, in an effort to understand what are “real Chicanos,” whom she describes as “Dark, muscular, hot guys who could easily fulfill a girl’s wildest fantasies … ” (2006a: 65). She thinks, “What drives them? Is it the poverty? Is it a sense of not belonging to society? … maybe if I can date and understand a real Chicano, I can better understand. … What does being Mexican really mean?” (2006a: 67–8). Marcela, however, learns a valuable lesson about “being Mexican” when the date turns into a near-rape, and as the reader has always known, she will discover that George is the correct man for her. As we will see in Dirty Girls, these novels advocate an individual, rather than structural, approach to ethnic poverty through mentoring someone out of the “culture” of ethnic poverty: Armando the vato loco clearly isn’t suitable as a love interest, nor does his seeming acceptance of the “culture of poverty” help her understand being Mexican, so Marcela instead makes it her project to “rescue” a Mexican-American adolescent girl, Lupe Pérez, from the streets by giving her a job (Rios’s next novel, entitled Becoming Americana (Rios 2006b), would be about Lupe).

      Dirty Girls’ Lauren seems to present the opposite scenario – she first dates Mexican-American Ed because he “didn’t complain about oppression and imperialism all the time. He was the first Chicano I’d known who had zero interest in lowriders or big graffiti murals” (Valdés-Rodríguez 2003: 140). Only after she breaks it off with Ed does she, like Marcela, test the limits of her distaste for an ethnic culture of poverty by having an affair with Amaury, a poor (but as it turns out, well-educated) Afro-Dominican who must deal drugs to support his family: “I tell [the girlfriends] about my increasing curiosity in the kind of dangerous prettyboy tigres that roam the streets. … I tell them of my dream of saving one of them, making him a professional” (2003: 36). Lauren indeed helps to “rescue” Amaury, who by the end of the novel is on his way to professional success. Yet Lauren muses, “I like Amaury. … am I scared because … I really ought to admit to what I am – a middle-class American? [But] maybe Amaury is American too” (2003: 304). Amaury, Armando, and Lupe Perez are characters whose class desires – or lack of them – indicate certain things especially to the Latina reader. These characters teach her that a coming-of-age into material and ethnic success for women must be achieved by first asserting, and then rejecting, an older model of resistance to assimilation, always connected to a presumed culture of ethnic poverty.

      The rejection of poverty as a culture of ethnic failure is the flip side of each character’s ease at achieving material success. Yet the romance formula of these novels means that the very material independence that chica lit’s characters take for granted is simultaneously presented as that which raises fears that they will never find the right man. As Philips points out, these characters express “an expectation that [they] be treated equally, while denying that there is any political dimension to that demand. … Despite their assertions of the right to a career and independent income, there is a very traditional fantasy of femininity in these novels” (Philips 2000: 247–8). Both the denial of structural racism and sexism, and the romantic fantasy, can be ambivalent: as Patricia Trujillo notes, Valdés-Rodríguez uses the character of Lauren to critique “the hegemonic media system that would ‘expect me to reach up and pick mangoes out of the fruit basket I must wear on my head when I’m not in the newsroom talking about, you know, Mexican jumping beans’ (Valdés-Rodríguez 2003: 11, cited in Trujillo 2008: 164). Yet, Erin Hurt shows that, at the same time, Dirty Girls “undermines much of the sucias’ criticism of race and class … the narrative’s arc underscores the idea that racism, sexism, and classism can be easily solved at the level of the individual” (Hurt 2009: 136). Thus, it is often at the moment the perfect (ethnic) man understands the chica’s (individual) desire for independence that she realizes she’s “always” wanted traditional heterosexual romance: as the main character Tamara in Hot Tamara says to Will, whom she has discovered is the correct man for her, “‘I want to stay here in LA. And I want to live together in this house with you.’ … There, she said it. And lightning didn’t strike. Feminists didn’t storm the house” (Castillo 2005: 245). In chica lit, genre formulas, the identification and rejection of an assumed ethnic culture of poverty, and the privileging of a consumer persona all attempt to reconcile and smooth over the tensions inherent in contemporary US culture’s “material contradictions in the expectations of femininity” (Philips 2000: 249).

    

    
      Chica lit authors

      Because these novels include aspects of the coming-of-age narrative but at heart belong to the contemporary romance genre, publishers, authors, and readers alike have been able to take up, and expand on, the romance novel industry’s array of marketing tools. The novels themselves often contain question guides for readers’ groups; online publishers’ and fan websites provide information and reviews about the books as well as about their authors; excerpts of the novels are released online, readers’ book clubs are formed, and every author has her own website and blog. As Harzewski notes, the “commodity roots” of these novels go “beyond an interest in fashion to a full-fledged embracing of commercialism. … For instance … Ford Motor Company made a deal with best-selling chick-lit author Carole Matthews to feature one of its cars in her novel The Sweetest Taboo” (2006: 35). Vald és-Rodríguez is perhaps one of the savviest of current chica lit authors in this area: in addition to maintaining film and television rights to her books and producing a faux blog supposedly written by a Latina actress, she teamed up with the website PartyLaunch. com to promote her books via Tupperware-style promotional parties. According to the company’s website, Valdés-Rodríguez “used her own web site, her blog, a clever contest, pre-launch interviews and more. … some of the parties featured fun, cosmo-sipping, ‘Sex and the City’ themes” (PartyLaunch 2009). For her sequel to Dirty Girls Social Club, a 2009 book called Dirty Girls on Top, book parties automatically entered guests to win “a trip to the Fairmont Princess Resort to have lunch with Alisa” and were sponsored by Southwest Airlines, People en Español, and Barnes and Noble (PartyLaunch 2009).

      Although none of these tools for marketing say much about the authors or their books, they are helpful in showing how both author and book are packaged and marketed to young second-, third-, or even fourth-generation Latinas who perhaps also don’t feel “Latina” enough. These readers might also feel conflicts between striving for material success and the rights to autonomy advocated both by feminists as well as ethnic minorities. For example, in her “Chica Lit: Multicultural Literature Blurs Borders,” Marie Loggia-Kee quotes Mary Castillo from “Avon’s Little Black Book on Mary Castillo,” found in the back pages of her debut novel Hot Tamara: “In my family we didn’t speak Spanish or even identify ourselves as Mexican. I was a fourth-generation American on my dad’s side, who happened to be Mexican” (Loggia-Kee 2007: 46). When she sent her first manuscript out to publishers, a comment that the novel wasn’t “Latina enough” sent Castillo back to sprinkle in “Spanish adages she found in a book called ‘Old Spanish Sayings’ … She even subscribed to Latina magazine” (Tulabut 2009: 3). A discourse of “roots” and “heritage” is important in the selling of the authors as well as their books, and each biography and many interviews make a careful point to emphasize it. However, this emphasis on knowing one’s “roots” poses something of a double bind: although the books and their authors achieve success specifically because they are presumably “Latina,” at the same time, the market demographic is clearly thought to be middle-class, assimilated women who themselves are believed to be ambivalent about what “Latina” really means. Thus, narrative rejections of older models of ethnicity remain an authorial and publishing problem. Authors must negotiate between industry and mainstream expectations and their own experiences as Latinas, as is clear in their interviews and blogs. At the same time as they insist on their own and their characters’ authentic latinidad, chica lit authors often complain of feeling alienated by expectations about “being” Latina. When Alisa Valdés-Rodríguez was asked about her views on well-known Latina authors Sandra Cisneros and Julia Alvarez, she


      
        notes her own sense of class and generational estrangement from those authors’ narratives: “I didn’t feel that the experiences in those books were my experiences. … there’s a sadness in those pages, an ethnic subconsciousness [sic] that I can’t tune into.”

        (O’Hara 2004, cited in Morrison 2010: 326)

      

      
A 2004 blog post by Crafty Chica author Katherine Cano-Murillo has this to say about ethnic expectations, especially for women:


      
        I’m a strong-willed woman, college educated, a multi-tasking queen. … But why can’t I cook? This feeling of inadequacy hits me every December. As a Latina, aren’t I supposed to be genetically engineered with culinary super powers? Geez, at least for tamale making season! My dad, uncle, nana, aunts and mom-in-law are all tamale maestros. You’d think I’d pick up a few tips.

        (Cano-Murillo 2004)

      

      
This ambivalent reaction toward what is seen as both gender and ethnic expectations of an older, less assimilated ethnicity, also requires the embrace of a specifically classed, specifically “American” set of values for ethnic success. Raphael Dalleo and Elena Machado Sáez discuss “the relationship between the Latina/o subject and the processes of commodification” (2007: 112), that is, the appropriation, packaging, and marketing of “ethnic” markers that both construct and reinforce existing ideas about ethnicity in the United States. Dalleo and Machado Sáez argue that “Hispanic” marketing “has been and remains foundational in the development of [a Latino/a] imaginary” for both Anglos and Latinos (2007: 114). As a heavily marketed product, chica lit constructs and reproduces a Latina subject whose more fully marketed and consumed ethnicity helps young, upwardly mobile Latinas to be more American. As we have seen, the Becoming Latina protagonist, Marcela Alvarez, is a young Mexican-American woman who doesn’t speak Spanish but who has a successful job creating animated films, with enough discretionary income to hire a personal chef to come to her house and teach her how to cook Mexican dishes. Mary Castillo’s Hot Tamara features Tamara (who also doesn’t speak Spanish), who yearns to get away from her parents’ tacky Mexican-American home by opening an art gallery. Tamara’s successful ethnic identity will ultimately be arrived at via Will Contreras, a Mexican-American former Marine and firefighter who is also, as it happens, an artist (and speaks Spanish). Valdés-Rodríguez’s Latina protagonists in Playing With Boys (2005) include Tejana Alexis, a “sorority sister publicist” who, like Marcela, has never “felt” Mexican: she prefers wearing Armani and voting Republican, and her only moment of pride in being Mexican was “when Vincente Fernández sang ‘Cielito Lindo’ for the Republican Convention in 2000” (Valdés-Rodríguez 2005: 1). For Marcela, Tamara, and Alexis, the hard-working Latina citizen-consumer must embrace Americanization (moving away from the ethnic family, rejecting concerns about language retention, and distancing oneself from the mother country) in order to gain a modern ethnic identity, a thriving romance, and material success. Indeed, (publishing) success is assumed to make both characters and authors more aware of their heritage: after Castillo’s first attempts at publishing she “eventually landed an agent, a deal with Avon Books and a greater connection to her roots” (Tulabut 2009: 3). Similarly, Lara Rios’s website describes her as having


      
        the misfortune of growing up away from the extended family that is so valued in the Latin culture, but missed out on very little of what it means to be Argentine. Asados were sacred meals shared together on weekends. Cheering for the Argentine soccer team was a must, as were the weekly pilgrimages to the Argentine Club in Los Angeles.

        (Rios 2011)

      

      
As we briefly see here, the talk about “heritage” on author websites is often wrapped for easy consumption by Latinas and Anglos alike in received and well-worn phrases about being Latina, and the Latino family. Of the three authors discussed here, perhaps Alisa Valdés-Rodríguez has the most complex online, authorial identity. Her politics and commentaries are often liberal, and she avoids much of the “heritage” discourse common to other sites; in fact, she has been accused of not wanting to be called a “Latina” author, a charge she denies. Yet, by emphasizing a rhetoric of “Americanness” over ethnic identity, she complains that Latina authors are pigeonholed in the US publishing market. In one interview, she points out that she “gets” to be an American writer outside of the United States


      
        whereas here in America, my home nation, where I write in my native tongue about Americans, I am still set apart by booksellers, the media, average readers and academic readers alike. … Funny how in the USA we allow cities and states to have Spanish names and be American … but we do not often extend this same courtesy to our denizens.

        
          (AfterEllen 2009)
        

      

      
It should not be surprising that publishers, looking to reach the widest possible audience, especially want to avoid connections in the minds of readers between their characters and politically serious, resistant ethnic claims, or for that matter between their characters and (ethnic) poverty. Until recently, Latinas and Chicanas were in fact experiencing a great deal of upward mobility, as long as one subtracted, as Arlene Dávila noted, “almost 40 percent of the total Latino population who [were] immigrants to uphold the reality of this construct” (Dávila 2008: 45). Thus it makes sense that the novelists I talk about here often frame their rejection of a radical ethnic stance by way of having their characters make disparaging comments both about poor people as well as about the resistant claims of the 1970s Chicano Civil Rights Movement (see Morrison 2010 for a fuller discussion of this problem). As Dávila again points out, race in particular complicates the construction of the Latino middle class (2008: 45); but in these novels race is paradoxically obviated in favor of a trans-Latina “ethnic” identity. As we have seen, even novels that feature more than one “kind” of Latina seem to focus on a shared, heteronormatively gendered, and largely skeletal notion of United States latinidad. Here all Latinas, regardless of race or nationality, value marriage, family, style, and an almost obsessive emphasis on how it’s OK if you don’t speak Spanish. Not surprisingly, since publishers use marketers as well, a trans-Latina identity (with a veneer of difference) is an appealing one in terms of the ease of creating, and then reaching, the largest market possible for their authors (Dávila 2001a: 14). Against the demands of Latinos and Chicanos in the 1970s (not to mention contemporary demands) for greater ethnic autonomy and recognition, these authors tend to reconstitute the mainstream demand for Americanization as, instead, the inclusiveness of a pluralistic nation where working hard is the only requirement for (ethnic) success.

      If, as critics have made clear, these novels have deep-seated contradictions about the roles of women and ethnicity, what makes them important to know about, to read, to teach? As DiVisconte asserts, women’s romance fiction is more successful now than ever before; many young women, Latinas and otherwise, are picking up chica lit novels from bookshelves, ebooks, or online (2009: 4). Reading these novels critically helps to understand that subgenres such as chica lit are instrumental in how US Latina identity is imagined in the cultural sphere. These novels’ genre lineage, publishing strategies, and the online presence of their authors and fans should also allow readers to form critiques about how women’s ethnic and gender roles are being reframed by marketplace requirements. As we have seen, such requirements most often include the sacrifice of a politically aware, resistant ethnic identity as the price for entrance into the pleasures of inhabiting a fully enfranchised, “American,” citizen-consumer femininity.
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SCIENCE FICTION

    
      Emily A. Maguire
    

    
      Is there a Latino/a science fiction? Latino studies scholar Lázaro Lima thinks not. In a 2009 online essay, Lima laments the lack of a tradition of science fiction in Latino/a literature: “ There are no Octavia Butlers or Samuel Delanys, as in the African American tradition, no Laurence Yeps or S. P. Somtows, as in the Asian American Tradition, to engage in a sustained critique of the ideology of the genre as it pertains to a future subject position yet to be imagined; an ideation of Latino futurity that has not yet achieved an ideology of form in the present.” For Lima, an absence of both Latino/a authors and characters in the genre is evidence that Latino/a writers have been too focused on the past, specifically on “making their relationship to the state historical.” He asks, “By haunting the cultural sphere of the past, do we depoliticize the possibility for a viable Latino future?” (Lima 2009). For him, an absence of Latino/a science fiction narratives portends negatively for Latino/a futures in a larger (political) sense.

      Lima’s principal complaint is difficult to dispute: few Latino/a names appear in the English-language “canon” of science fiction writing. Yet his observation that Latinos/as have been inactive in science fiction production is not entirely accurate, and relies on two assumptions. First, it implies that science fiction writing (or, for that matter, science fiction cinema) takes place within certain limited parameters, specifically those of the English-language science fiction “genre” novel or film. Second, it presupposes that science fiction is necessarily an imagining of the future, when it can just as easily be seen as a comment on a present situation as it can be the envisioning of a future society. In fact, as critics such as Antonio Córdoba and Juan Carlos Toledano Redondo have shown with respect to Latin American science fiction, the genre may be equally used to engage with past events or to comment on present political systems and urban environments. Latino/a literature has more often been associated with the techniques of magical realist, perhaps because, as Lois Parkinson Zamora and Wendy Faris observe, magical realism texts can contain a cultural component; in the case of Latino/a magical realism, the magical elements in Latino/a texts are frequently identified as both Latino/a and as disruptive of dominant conventions and perceptions (Parkinson Zamora and Faris 1995: 3). Magical realism is also, as Faris notes in another essay, a technique in which “history is the weight that tethers the balloon of magic” (Faris 1995: 170), making it an ideal strategy for exploring the relationship between Latinos/as and national or regional histories. Despite the lure of magical realism, however, Latinos/as have, for some time now, been employing elements of science fiction, drawing on and responding to the work of predecessors and contemporaries writing in both English and Spanish. Their texts often do not correspond to limited notions of what constitutes science fiction writing (or what constitutes Latino/a literature!), which may explain why some of these texts have failed to receive mainstream attention and/or critical recognition. Latino/a interventions into science fiction have stimulated innovations in novelistic and cinematic forms, as well as in the corpus of Latino/a fiction, precisely through the unconventional ways in which they have made use of the language and apparati of science fiction, both to mine the problematic yet productive tension between science fiction and magical realism and to introduce Latino/a cultural elements into the science fiction genre itself.

      Any discussion of how science fiction is taken up by Latino/a writers and film-makers depends necessarily on how science fiction is defined. While we may think of spaceships, distant planets, and extraterrestrials to be the standard tropes of science fiction, critics have sought to provide for a more expansive understanding of the genre’s possibilities. Darko Suvin separates science fiction writing from both naturalistic literature and form genres such as myth, fantasy, and fairy tale by identifying it as “literature of cognitive estrangement” (Suvin 1972: 372, emphasis in original). The premise of a science fiction narrative may be completely unknown or strange, but it is developed in a way that is coherent with the “rigor” of scientific systems (Suvin 1972: 374). (This is also what separates science fiction from magical realism, which presents elements of the fantastic as “real” with no explanation of the phenomena.) Science fiction writer Samuel L. Delany carries Suvin’s ideas still farther; for him, science fiction constitutes not merely a different genre, but a different language: “A distinct level of subjunctivity informs all the words in an SF story at a level that is different from that which informs naturalistic fiction, fantasy or reportage” (Delany 1978: 10). While realism can be said to describe “what has happened,” and fantasy describes “what could not happen,” science fiction’s difference, according to Delany, operates through the way in which it describes – with verisimilitude – a reality that “has not [yet] happened,” thereby expanding the relational capacities of certain descriptive language and creating what he terms “violent nets of wonder” (Delany 1978: 13). (The awesome yet possible environment that science fiction posits thus contrasts with magical realism, which could be said to incorporate elements that “could not happen” into a realist framework of “what has happened.”) Since its emergence in the 1970s, Latino/a science fiction has explored numerous aspects of cognitive estrangement, from the creation of full-scale Latinos/a inflected worlds and alternative realities more accommodating to Latinos/as, to the imagining of dystopian futures that use science fiction’s “violent nets of wonder” to comment on present Latino/a experience.

    

    
      Early examples: 1970s–1990s

      Some of the first Latino/a texts that can be classified as science fiction emerged in the 1970s, when English-language science fiction was moving away from the “hard” science fiction of writers such as Isaac Asimov and John W. Campbell and towards the more experimental narratives of writers such as Ray Bradbury or Ursula K. LeGuin. In a gesture in keeping with the general trend in “New Wave” science fiction, Latino/a writers of early science fiction texts do not locate their narratives on new or future worlds. Instead, they place science fiction’s cognitive estrangement in the realm of the present, staging an encounter between humans and aliens, often within a Latino/a cultural context. They bring the aliens into the present reality, much as science fiction films such as The Day the Earth Stood Still (1951) or Close Encounters of the Third Kind (1977) explore alien–human encounters. As Charles Ramírez Berg has shown, these and other alien films have served as allegorical spaces for exploring the politics of US immigration, establishing a metaphorical connection between the “alien immigrant” and the “alien other” (Ramírez Berg 2002: 156–8). Early Latino/a science fiction narratives, on the other hand, display no such slippage, instead choosing to contrast Latino/a structures of family and community with sometimes-depersonalizing encounters with aliens and/or futuristic technologies.

      Interestingly, Chicano author Arthur Tenorio’s Blessing from Above (1971), perhaps the first example of a work of science fiction by a Latino writer, explores the alien-meets-Earth model in an entirely different cultural context. Tenorio’s novel is not set in the United States but in the fictional African nation of Morunda, where Nifty, an extraterrestrial, is discovered by two missionaries who take him in and raise him as their son. The “adult” Nifty makes his way to the capital of Morunda, where he is employed by a government agency, for which he solves numerous problems. Nifty’s fellow aliens return to Earth for him, but decide that they will continue to observe Earth from a distance, since humans are not ready to form a partnership with them (Calvin 2005: 55). While the text explores alien–human interaction, no explicit connection is made between the fictional Morunda and a US Latino/a context.

      Like Blessing from Above, Isabella Ríos’s Victuum (1976) makes use of what Hugh Ruppersberg (1990) has identified as the “alien messiah” figure, in this case an alien prince – Victuum – who establishes telepathic contact with a Chicana woman in California. Victuum, however, is a more complex, multi-layered text than Tenorio’s narrative. To begin with, as Ritch Calvin shows, there is some question as to whether the novel is actually a novel or whether it could more accurately be classed as testimonio, since Ríos states that the book’s events are true and were recounted to her by a family member (Calvin 2005: 38). In addition to alien–human contact, the text explores instances of mental telepathy, ghosts, spirit mediums, and other psychic phenomena. Furthermore, it does so in a unique narrative format: the text contains no narrative description at all, as the events of the novel are relayed almost exclusively through the dialogue (or internal monologues) of the characters.

      Victuum relates the life of Valentina Ballesteros, a Chicana woman in Oxnard, California, from her consciousness in utero to late middle-age. The novel is constructed in three parts that move towards progressively deeper levels of cognitive estrangement. In the first part, we witness Valentina’s childhood in a large Chicano family, her family’s economic struggles after her father’s death, her subsequent entry into the workforce (she becomes a hairdresser), and her marriage. In Part II of the text, Valentina’s psychic abilities, indicated at her birth, begin to develop. She and her husband experiment (successfully) with mental telepathy, and Valentina is able to communicate with her dead mother. She also telepathically receives a series of “visitors” – including Medusa, William Wordsworth and John F. Kennedy – and records visions of Earth at various moments in time, including the pre-historic era and the year 2070. In Part III, Victuum, an alien temporarily stranded on Earth, appears to Valentina, first in a “dome shaped craft” (Ríos 1976: 319), and then through telepathic contact. He offers Valentina a series of “lessons,” in which he explains everything from the make-up of the Supreme Being to the nature of “astro-travelling.” When Victuum leaves, Valentina asks to accompany him, but is told that she is “irreplaceable,” and that she must remain in her own universe (Ríos 1976: 346).

      In its frank depiction of a woman’s coming of age in 1930s California, Victuum anticipates the corpus of Chicana literature that would emerge in the late 1970s and 1980s. The novel explores issues of ethnic and gender identity, as life in Oxnard’s Mexican-American community is revealed through the perspective of Valentina and her female relatives. While Valentina’s search for understanding in the book’s later sections reaches beyond the confines of her particular gendered experience or the boundaries of her cultural environment, she eventually elects to remain in her Chicano community, incorporating her experiences and Victuum’s universalizing message into her own space of belonging.

      Like Victuum, Alejandro Morales’s The Rag Doll Plagues (1992) mixes elements of both science fiction and magical realism. The novel is composed of three “episodes,” each of which centers around the appearance of a devastating plague of unknown origins. In the first section, Gregorio, a Spanish physician, is sent to colonial Mexico to treat a plague known as La Mona, a fatal, rapidly developing disease that turns the limbs of those infected to mush. Although initially shocked by the filth and degradation he witnesses, Gregorio adapts to Mexico and eventually elects to stay there rather than to return home to marry. In the second section, set in the 1980s, Gregory, a doctor in Southern California, falls in love with Sandra, a hemophiliac actress who contracts what is clearly AIDS (although it is not identified as such). The last part of the novel takes place in the late twenty-first century, in LAMEX, a unified Mexico and Southern California, whose society is segregated along class lines. Gregory, the grandson of the Gregory from Part II and also a doctor, is asked to help treat another plague whose symptoms resemble La Mona. He finds a cure for the disease in the blood of Mexicans who are from Mexico City.

      Despite its futuristic scenario, the last section of Morales’s novel has more in common with the text’s two previous parts than it does differences. LAMEX’s division of communities into “Higher Life,” “Middle Life,” and “Lower Life” is merely the institutionalization of social divisions that were visible in both the colonial and contemporary periods. Similarly, the political fusion of California and Mexico formally recognizes the already-established interconnectedness of the two nations (and symbolically identifies the space as Chicano). The discovery that the blood of Mexico City natives has adapted so as to resist the plague carries one step further an emphasis on the value of Mexican heritage and culture that is present in previous parts of the narrative. If anything, the novel works to reject technological advances in favor of a reliance on history and community. The third Gregory discovers a cure for the plague not through cybernetics or technology, but through his interactions with the common people.

      Victuum and The Rag Doll Plagues employ elements of cognitive estrangement as a means to engage with contemporary Chicano social reality. While science fiction elements expand the limits of their narrative environments, both texts remain anchored to a particular ethnic community and to a sense of place. This is not necessarily the case with Puerto Rican and Cuban-American science fiction writers, who may be less influenced by US Latino/a fiction and whose work responds to the literary traditions of their home islands (both science fiction and otherwise) and to Latin American literature in general.

      Cuban-American author Daína Chaviano’s work provides one example of the differences between Chicano science fiction and that of Cuban and Puerto Rican authors. Born in Cuba, Chaviano helped found the Oscar Hurtado Writers’ Workshop, a project that produced a number of Cuba’s recent science fiction authors, among them Yoss (José Miguel Sánchez Gómez), Raúl Aguiar and Michel Encinosa Fú. Beginning in the late 1980s, the work of these young writers (among others) inaugurated a new wave of Cuban science fiction, one influenced by both English-language and Soviet science fiction literature. Fábulas de una abuela extraterrestre [Fables from an Alien Grandmother] (1988), perhaps Chaviano’s best-known science fiction novel, weaves together three parallel narrative strands set in three different dimensions. Ana, a Cuban college student, is writing a novel about a bitter rivalry between the Zhife, the inhabitants of a planet called Faidir, and the Jumenes, who attempt to steal the sacred talismans that enable the Zhifes to travel between worlds. After taking part in some paranormal experiments, Ana begins to question whether her novel is really fiction. Meanwhile, Arlena, stranded on a medieval world after a spaceship accident, searches for two talismans that will help her return home. Her story is revealed in dreams to Ijje, a member of the Zhife tribe and the protagonist of Ana’s novel. While Chaviano’s early fiction, including Memorias, incorporates elements of both science fiction and the occult (often as a commentary on life in Cuba), since emigrating to the United States in 1991, her work has moved increasingly farther away from science fiction.

    

    
      Technology and the body: Cyberpunk and cyber-narratives

      Combining science fiction’s love of (and emphasis on) technology with the rebellious, anti-authoritarian attitude conveyed by the term “punk,” cyberpunk, a sub-genre of British and North American science fiction that emerged in the mid-1980s, sets itself apart from traditional science fiction through what Bruce Sterling describes as “the unholy alliance of the technical world and the world of organized dissent – the underground world of pop culture, visionary fluidity, and street-level anarchy” (Sterling 1986: xii). Cyberpunk narratives are frequently set in dystopian, globalized societies in which countries, corporations, and even individuals are connected by their (often problematic) relationship to and reliance on technology, and in which violence, lawlessness, and isolation are prevalent. Although many writers and critics consider the “first wave” of cyberpunk – defined by Ridley Scott’s film Bladerunner (1982) and William Gibson’s novel Neuromancer (1984), among other texts – to have ended in the early 1990s (just as actual computer technologies – the internet inparticular – were starting to take off), cyberpunk continues to influence both film and narrative. In cyberpunk, Latino/a fiction has found a convenient language for exploring the interaction between technology and the body, as well as for criticizing some of the ways in which globalization has impacted issues such as immigration, border-crossing, and social marginalization.

      Chicano writer Ernest Hogan bridges the gap between hard science fiction and cyberpunk. Cortez on Jupiter (1990) and High Aztech (1992), Hogan’s first two novels, interweave Pre-Colombian mythology and Spanish, Spanglish, and Nahuatl languages into a humorously dystopian sci-fi context. Cortez on Jupiter’s protagonist, Pablo Cortez, a guerrilla street artist chosen to make contact with an alien race, speaks in stream-of-consciousness fusion of Southern California Chicano slang and techno-speak. In Smoking Mirror Blues (Hogan 2001), Chican o protagonist Beto Orozco uses artificial intelligence to revive an Aztec god who then (in a gesture reminiscent of Mexican author Carlos Fuentes’s short story “Chac Mool”) occupies Beto’s body and begins to wreak havoc on Los Angeles. Hogan’s most recent work thus humorously riffs on such ghost-in-the-machine texts as Gibson’s Neuromancer (and on society’s obsession with technology) by exploring the intersection of religion, technology, and pop culture, yet does so with a distinctly Latino twist.

      In its playfully insightful incorporation of indigenous American culture into a futuristic, dystopian setting, Sesshu Foster’s Atomik Aztex (2005) shares a number of elements with Ernest Hogan’s work. Yet while Hogan’s Smoking Mirror Blues places an Aztec god in contemporary Los Angeles, Foster’s novel imagines what the world would look like if the Aztecs had defeated the Spanish in 1517. In Foster’s text, it is the 1940s: the Aztecs reign supreme throughout the Americas, keep Spaniards and other subjugated “tribes” as slaves, and have allied themselves with the Russian forces in an attempt to conquer Nazi Germany. Zenzontli, an Aztec general, is living a double existence: in his “waking” life, he is uprooted from his cozy existence in Anahuac (Southern California), where he lives with his warrior wife Xiuh, and sent on a suicide mission to Siberia. In a strange dream state, he is a Mexican immigrant working in a slaughterhouse in modern-day Vernon, California, who becomes involved in a movement to unionize the meat-packing industry. The text’s tension-filled back-and-forth between warring Aztecs and immigrant labor struggles offers a rewriting of Argentine writer Julio Cortázar’s classic short story “La noche boca arriba” [“Night Face Up”], in which a man recovering from a motorcycle accident dreams he is about to be an Aztec sacrifice, only to realize that the Aztec world is the real one and the motorcycle accident the dream. However, while Cortázar’s story revolves around the contrast between a modern hospital and the Aztec wars, Foster’s novel explores the similarities between the slaughterhouse and the Aztec battlefield. It should be noted that while Foster grew up in the Chicano neighborhoods of East Los Angeles, he is not himself ethnically Latino (Ehrenreich 2005). Nevertheless, his understanding of the Southern Californian Chicano milieu, revealed through his use of Aztec terminology and Chicano slang, and his detailed portrait of the California environment make a case for considering his text a Latino novel.

      Cybertechnologies have been accused of distancing people from each other and from their ethnic, racial, and personal identities. Performance artist Guillermo Gómez Peña’s character “El Naftazteca” plays ironically with this notion, providing an example of an incarnation of cyberpunk in which cultural identity is not lost but rather explored and amplified. A self-described “super-highway bandido,” El Naftazteca, and his assistant, Cyber-Vato, an “East Los techno-gang member,” first appeared in a performance on numerous American television stations on Thanksgiving Day 1994 (Foster 2002: 43). The two characters embody the edgy lawlessness of the hacker, a stock cyberpunk character, while incorporating elements of Mexican kitsch that reveal “a hybridization of Chicano and cyberpunk cultures” (Foster 2002: 49). From an underground bunker, the Naftazteca leads Cyber-Vato, dressed in a “VR bandanna,” through a series of virtual reality scenarios, such as interrogation by immigration officials or the appearance of a “migra-helicopter” in an apparently calm landscape. The performance inserts ethnic identity into virtual reality – even in cyberspace, the Cyber-Vato cannot escape these conflicts.

      Alex Rivera’s film Sleep Dealer (2008), hailed as the first example of a Latino/a science fiction film, uses a futuristic scenario and aesthetic and thematic elements that hail from cyberpunk to comment on contemporary labor practices and the politics of migration. In the film’s imagining of a future US-Mexico border, the two countries have managed to solve the problem of migrant labor through technology. Mexican workers continue to do jobs in the US, but they do so remotely, operating robots in the US while literally plugged into a factory in Mexico. Memo Cruz, the film’s protagonist, lives with his parents and younger brother in rural Oaxaca, Mexico. Although his father still tries to farm, the privatization of water rights and the huge dam that has diverted the river make it nearly impossible. When Memo, an amateur hacker, listens in on a secure government line, he is suspected of being an “aqua-terrorist.” The military bombs his home, killing his father in the process. To support his family, Memo migrates to the city, where he finds work in one of the “sleep dealer” factories, an occupation that he quickly realizes is lucrative but highly dangerous.

      Sleep Dealer’s world is technologically advanced, but this only highlights the exploitation and disenfranchisement of the workforce. The film’s futuristic recasting of migrant labor (drawn from Rivera’s short film Why Cybraceros?) proposes a literal connection between humans and machines. In order to work in a factory, Memo must have metal nodes, which allow him to plug into the factory’s computer system, implanted into his arms and back. Since the nodes are expensive, installing them requires the assistance of a coyotec – a virtual coyote who facilitates technological access rather than the crossing of national boundaries. Tijuana, where the film is set, is a dystopian environment where people seem isolated from each other. Even Luz, the woman who installs Memo’s nodes for him and eventually becomes his lover, sells her memories of him online. The film’s end, which finds Memo trying to plant a milpa [corn field] near the Tijuana riverbed, suggests that balance lies in maintaining a distance from technology and re-establishing a connection with the earth and one’s collective past.

      Puerto Rican writer Pedro Cabiya’s work also deals with the technology’s problematic potential, as it demonstrates what Néstor Rodríguez calls “an openly iconoclastic perspective towards the cultural establishment” (N.E. Rodríguez 2009: 1245, my translation). While Cabiya’s first two story collections play with elements of the fantastic, gothic and horror genres, Cabiya’s most recent writing has moved firmly into the realm of science fiction and cyberpunk. In La cabeza (2008), a young couple, Daniel and Gloria, are in a terrible car accident, in which Gloria is cut in half. Heavily drugged, she survives only because her various internal organs are hooked up to machines, laid out in pieces (without a body). Daniel cannot bear to kill Gloria, but he cannot live with her either, particularly when his secretary Marta is so desirable. Then his brother Ezekiel suggests that he amputate Gloria’s body altogether, leaving her head – repository of her self – connected to a box. Daniel’s decision and its consequences explore the limits of corporality, humanity, and desire.

      As critics Brian Stableford and Joe Nazare have observed, science fiction and the detective novel have a long history of intersection, beginning with the pulp genre magazines of the 1930s (Stableford 1993: 274; Nazare 2003: 384). Nazare argues that by fusing a dystopian (noir) setting with elements of the hard-boiled detective novel, cyberpunk “culminates a tradition of crime and detection in science fiction” (2003: 384). Latino/a novels have pushed this meeting of the genres even further. Félix Gómez, the hero of Mario Acevedo’s detective series, is a vampire who was infected during his time in the Iraq war. While the figure of the vampire stands at the border between science fiction and fantasy, Acevedo’s novels incorporate other more classic science fiction tropes. In The Nymphos of Rocky Flats (2007), the first book in the series, Félix is called to investigate an outbreak of nymphomania among employees of the Rocky Flats National Laboratory in Colorado. He traces it to “red uranium,” a substance brought to Earth in the original alien landing in Roswell, New Mexico, and hidden by the US government.

      Puerto Rican writer Rafael Acevedo’s Exquisito cadáver (2001) offers another example of the meeting of cyberpunk and noir. In a future San Juan, governed by The System, the novel’s anonymous protagonist works as a private detective, a job that in this totalitarian society most often includes engaging in surveillance or intimidation tactics. In his free hours, he hooks himself up to a “vision machine,” a virtual reality simulator through which he explores past historical events and alternate realities. Following the appearance of a mysterious, unidentified cadaver, the murder of the government’s principal Administrator, and his involvement with a woman who may be Alexandra, the Administrator’s disappeared daughter, the detective begins to question The System’s stranglehold on “reality.” Acevedo’s lyrical, poetic narrative charts a universe in which memory, identity and experience are malleable (a characteristic of many non-sci-fi Latino/a texts), but it is also a cybernetic love story, in which the protagonist searches for the missing woman – and for both love and the nature of existence – through a series of worlds, real and imagined.

    

    
      The Latino/a as alien: Science fiction language

      The texts that have been explored throughout much of this essay are science fiction texts written by Latino/a authors. Yet when considering the relationship between Latinos/as and science fiction, it is important to remember the ways that Latinos/as have been represented in a science fiction context. Building upon Ramírez Berg’s argument that Hollywood cinema has frequently portrayed Latinos/as as “illegal aliens,” Larry La Fountain-Stokes asserts that the slippage between “alien immigrant” and “alien other” is particularly fraught in films such as James Cameron’s Avatar (2009) that not only cast Latino/a actors as “aliens” but also sell themselves “as an allegory of US invasions in other parts of the world” (La Fountain-Stokes 2009b). Yet while the connection between science fiction and social reality can be extremely problematic, this same metaphorical slippage between alien immigrant” and “alien other” has been used by Latino authors themselves as a way to explore the very nature of US ethnic identities.

      One of the most significant texts to explore a metaphoric connection between the immigrant and the alien is Junot Díaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao (2007). The story of an overweight Dominican-American adolescent growing up in Bergen County, New Jersey, Díaz’s novel cannot be strictly defined as science fiction. Yet the genre is the personal obsession of the novel’s protagonist, Oscar de León (the “Oscar Wao” of the title), who escapes his social isolation through a dedication to science fiction books and fantasy role-playing games, and for Yunior, Oscar’s roommate and the novel’s principal narrator, whose macho posturing hides an equally strong interest in the genre. The science fiction elements in Oscar Wao become a discursive tool, a means through which Oscar and Yunior recognize and mediate their outsider status. The hyperbolic capacity of science fiction also allows Díaz to reframe the personal and political, linking the de León family’s personal story to the dark side of the Dominican Republic’s history.

      Oscar feels himself to be “monstrous,” a combination of his overweight body and his inability to live up to the (gendered) expectations of his cultural community. As he reveals how Oscar’s passion for science fiction separates him from his socially successful peers, Díaz extends his use of the alien metaphor to make visible other kinds of social marginalization within the New Jersey Dominican community: “You really want to know what being an X-man feels like? Just be a smart bookish boy of color in a contemporary US ghetto. Mamma mia! Like having bat wings or a pair of tentacles growing out of your chest” (Díaz 2007: 22). Oscar is not as “abnormal” as he thinks, only symptomatic of the ways in which community boundaries are structured and maintained by practices of marginalization.

      As narrator, Yunior introduces science fiction into the figurative language of the text. It is through his voice that science fiction becomes not only the genre that shapes Oscar’s worldview, but also the language that shapes the reader’s understanding of the text as a whole. This reveals Yunior as a closet sci-fi nerd. Yunior can “pass” as the quintessential Dominican tíguere, hiding his “bat wings” – both his love of science fiction and his literate, intellectual leanings – behind his confident swagger, but he is in some ways as alone as Oscar.

      Yunior presents Oscar’s story as an illustration of fukú, a typically Dominican kind of curse. Beginning the novel with a description of fukú’s origins with the arrival of Columbus, Yunior (Díaz) links it to the Dominican dictator Rafael Trujillo (in power from 1930 to 1961), arguing that the Trujillo dictatorship was the perfect expression of the fukú. “[Trujillo] was our Sauron, our Arawn, our Darkseid, our Once and Future Dictator, a personaje so outlandish, so perverse, so dreadful that not even a sci-fi writer could have made his ass up” (Díaz 2007: 2). Even the language of science fiction cannot fully communicate the trauma experienced under Trujillo. Oscar, whose maternal family died as a result of the dictatorship, inherits a history dominated by the fukú. When Oscar chooses to end his life by sacrificing himself (for the love of a woman), Yunior sees Oscar’s death as an expression of the fukú, in which case the question that remains at the end of the novel is that of whether in choosing to die Oscar has finally outwitted the curse.

      The presence of the fukú in Díaz’s text makes explicit a tension between science fiction and magical realism. Yunior muses, “I’m not entirely sure Oscar would have liked this designation. Fukú story. He was a hardcore sci-fi fantasy man, believed that that was the kind of story we were all living in. He’d ask: What more sci-fi than the Santo Domingo? What more fantasy than the Antilles?” (Díaz 2007: 6). The question is a reference to Cuban writer Alejo Carpentier, who ends his essay “On the Marvelous Real in America” with the provocative, now classic question, “But what is the history of America but a chronicle of the marvelous real?” (Carpentier 1995: 88). Carpentier argues that Latin American history overflows the expected contours of European history and yet is as real as any recorded historical event. While Díaz’s gesture resembles Carpentier’s in its bid for a kind of Dominican exceptionalism, the counterpoint he establishes between sci-fi and fukú in the shift from “the marvelous real” is significant. Carpentier’s term describes what he perceived as “beyond” what was understood as historical reality (through the intersection of multiple spiritual and cultural worldviews). The description of the Caribbean as sci-fi suggests a reality that makes the impossible possible. Fukú operates beyond the boundaries of personal belief, history, and nation-state, its presence being one thing that connects Dominicans in the diaspora to the island: “It’s perfectly fine if you don’t believe in these superstitions,” Yunior observes. “Because no matter what you believe, fukú believes in you” (Díaz 2007: 5). In this it separates itself from both science fiction and the marvelous real.

      As Díaz’s provocative negotiation of science fiction and the marvelous real illustrates, Latino/a writers have not ignored science fiction. Rather, they use its capacity for cognitive estrangement as one more tool in the literary arsenal, creating texts that defy the categories of standard genre fiction. These hybrid forays into science fiction engage with the Latino past, emphasize what is at stake in the present, and signal a way towards a new and different future.
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      Latino/a author/artists have come into their own as comic book storytellers. The medium has increasingly attracted Latino/a creators since the 1980s, building into the critical mass we see today.

      While we see a popularity and wide generic range of Latino/a comic books today, this has not always been the case. In Mexico and other Latin American countries, reading comic books and comic strips has been a long-accepted form of entertainment and even a potential mode of cultural and political transgression. In Mexico today, the socially and politically critical comic books of Gabriel Vargas Bernal (La Familia Burrón) and the work of Rius (Los supermachos and Los agachados) are still read by college kids and adults generally.

      In the US, comic books generally have had a more troubled history, mostly considered the domain of children or a childish activity. The growth of the alternative comics scene in the 1970s and 1980s as well as the successful selling of the non-serialized, longer graphic novel format in the 1990s changed this. (Notably, comic book author/artists in Mexico in the 1980s and 1990s experienced creative constraints. This led to the migration of those like Felipe Galindo (or “Feggo”), Humberto Ramos, Juan Vlasco, Francisco Haghenbeck, Ricardo García Fuentes, Edgar Clément, Sebastián Carrillo, Oscar González Loyo, among others.) It is on this wave that we see the arrival of Latino/a comics – a visual-verbal storytelling format that has the potential to challenge conventional notions of what Latino/a literature is and how to read it. For example, William Nericcio (2007: 271) writes, “without a rudimentary understanding of late 20th century comics, readers (spectators?) will be at sea reading” Junot Díaz’s The Brief, Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao. He reminds us that in describing his protagonist Oscar Wao, Díaz’s narrator tells us that he looks like the “fat blackish kid in Beto Hernández’s Palomar” (Díaz 2007: 29). The great Latino/a fiction, as Díaz himself gestures, might be in the comic book form.

      This storytelling medium is especially attractive to Latino/a makers of narrative fiction. It offers all variety of tensions and harmonies between its visual and verbal ingredients. It costs little to make. It offers the possibility of a grassroots-style distribution – web and word of mouth, for instance. It appeals to all variety of readers/viewers: young and old, Latino/a and otherwise, females and males. Its consumption can take place in short bursts and on the fly.

      Today, Latino/a comic book author/artists create stories that run the gamut of all genres. We have those such as Frank Espinosa (Rocketo) and Los Bros Hernández (Citizen Rex) who zip readers into the future with their sci-fi epic-dimensioned storyworlds. We have those who choose noir as their storytelling envelope such as Rafael Navarro (Sonámbulo) and Gilbert Hernández (stand-alones like Troublemakers). We have those who write youth-oriented, coming-of-age (and coming-out) stories such as Ivan Vélez Jr. (Tales of the Closet) and Grasiela Rodríguez’s Lunatic Fringe; we also have those who choose the life-education journey (or bildungsroman) story such as Rhode Montijo (Pablo’s Inferno) and Wilfred Santiago (In My Darkest Hour). Then there are those who choose the superheroic mode such as Fernando Rodríguez Aztec of the City), Richard Domínguez (El Gato Negro), Laura Molina (Cihualyaomiquiz, the Jaguar), Carlos Saldaña (Burrito), Anthony Oropeza (Amigoman), and Joe Quesada (Santerians), among many others. (For a detailed discussion of how these and other author/artists of Latino/a superheroes strike back see Aldama (2009b), Your Brain on Latino Comics.) We have those author/artists who choose the autobiographical mode such as Inverna Lockpez’s Cuba: My Revolution (2010) and Ilan Stavans’s El Iluminado (2012). We also have those who choose the biographical form, such as Wilfred Santiago (his masterful 21:The Story of Roberto Clemente), and those who choose the historical form such as Ilan Stavans (writer) and Lalo Alcaraz (artist) in the making of Latino USA: A Cartoon History (2000). We also have those who choose the grotesque, such as Erik Rodríguez (Hispanic Batman), the satiric and parodic such as Ilan Stavans and Robert Weil (Mr. Spic Goes to Washington), and the erotic such as Gilbert Hernández (Birdland). And within all these genres, we have various generic crossings and mashups, infusions of history (from the Pre-Columbian to the contemporary) and myth as well as tragic, comic, and epic-dimensioned protagonists.

      Even the sky is not a limit for Latino/a comic book storytellers. Here is a sampling of the range of Latino/a comic book genres and stories:

    

    
      Science Fiction

      Los Bros Hernández have been working in and out of this genre since the early 1980s when they first published Love & Rockets – each element of the title identifying its inclusion of romance melodrama and futuristic travel to and from other planets. While this series increasingly subordinated the sci-fi element in the storytelling to the tellurian drama, Los Bros kept returning to it in their own and others’ series. In 1984, they tried their hand at writing and drawing Dean Motter and Paul Rivoche’s Mister X but differences in vision between the producers and Los Bros (they brought too much “barrio feel,” apparently) led to an unhappy end (see the interview with Gilbert Hernández in Aldama (2009b)). In 2009, Mario and Gilbert Hernández teamed up to create the six-issue series, Citizen Rex– a series that was collected and published in book by Dark Horse Comics in 2011. In the preface Mario (writer) makes explicit that this is science fiction but also a critical commentary on our present-day society separated by the class divide of the ‘haves’ and the exploited and oppressed. Gilbert’s characteristic thick black/white line style, minimal cross-hatching, and heavy use of a contrastive black and white give dimension to the city of Neutropolis and its denizens. The story is largely filtered through the point of view of the alternative news reporter (blogger) and historiographer, Sergio “Bloggo” Bauntin. This counter-intelligence character along with the cybernetic Citizen Rex galvanize resistance – human and robot alike – to corporate capitalist and underworld bosses along with their goons: the gasmask and hazmat-suit-wearing Truth Takers who patrol the streets for resistance and who disappear its citizens.

      There is also the triple Eisner Award-nominated Rocketo by Frank Espinosa. Set in another New World, the earth 2000 years in the future, it follows the story of Rocketo Garrison: born on Kova, one of the few fragments of earth left after an apocalypse, he comes into his own as a Mapper, one of a select few who have a memory of place and therefore know how to navigate the planet. Along the way we meet a variety of new hybrid species: Dogmen such as Spiro, and Fishmen, among many others. While Rocketo can be read as Latino/a – Kova as an allegorical stand-in for Cuba and his experiences are largely that of the outsider trying to come to terms with those of different cultures – Espinosa’s influences are planetary. He draws inspiration from his own biographical experience as a Latino/a (as a kid in 1970 his family left Cuba for Washington Heights) but also that of Flash Gordon and Buck Rogers as well as Heart of Darkness, German Expressionism and Japanese art, and much more. Indeed, Rocketo includes enough signposts within the story for us to superimpose it over yesteryear’s colonization of the Americas (New World), but of course with a crucial twist. This is the story of a Mapper superhero from Kova (Cuba) who vanquishes colonizing foes to protect a harmonious and humane world filled with possibility.

    

    
      Erotica

      While not exactly prevalent, there are Latino/a comic book author/artists who create stories that we might identify as erotica. In creating Birdland, Gilbert Hernández comments in an interview: “I wanted to create an action comic that wasn’t super-heroes, an action comic that was just sex and no violence. It was as wild as I could make it at the time, holding little back in terms of sex and making sure not to have any cruelty or violence” (Aldama 2009b: 179). Indeed, it is more than just a story aimed at sexually arousing its audience. It functions as a parodic demystifier of social and sexual conventions. With Hernández’s implicit reference to Roger Vadim’s film Barbarella (1968) as well as with his setting the story in the future, Hernández pokes fun at institutions such as the family, work – even psychoanalysis. Male and female characters such as Mark, his “wife” Fritz, BangBang, Inez, Beta, La Valga, and Simon have same-sex sex, straight sex, and collective sex – which even includes polymorphously perverse aliens. Gilbert uses code-switching strategically, too, between English, Latin, and Spanish, to destabilize hierarchies of language that hold that Latin is highbrow and intellectual and Spanish is lowbrow and tellurian.

    

    
      Noir

      Rafael Navarro’s Sonambulo follows the sleuthing adventures of luchador-mask wearing Latino/a detective Sonambulo. He’s been walking in the land of the dead (Mictlán) for decades before returning to the land of the living (Los Angeles) where he solves crimes during his sleepless nights wandering the city. Gilbert Hernández’s recent streak of stand-alone graphic novels – Chance in Hell (2007), Speak of the Devil (2008), Troublemakers (2009) – also take us back to origins of comics in the pulps of the 1930s and their inclusion of crime noir stories. They resonate with the noir of Jim Thompson, David Goodis, James M. Cain, and Elmore Leonard. Not surprisingly, Navarro and Hernández are drawn to the noir genre. In Speak of the Devil, Hernández establishes at the outset that the protagonist Val and her pals live in a topsy-turvy world. In this world, as the character Paul remarks, a “guy gets twenty-five to thirty years for drug possession” and “another guy goes in for rape and manslaughter, but gets out after doing just nine years.” Val’s friend Zed simply announces: “The world’s going to hell” (Hernández 2008). We come to understand better Val’s out-of-the-blue murderous rages as the result of living in a world where nothing makes sense and its youth have given up imagining a future – and doing what it takes to realize this future. As Ralph Rodríguez writes in Brown Gumshoes, the hardboiled form and its alienated other is a subjectivity that “resonates especially well with Chicana/os, who though subjects of the nation are often represented as alien to it” (Rodriguez 2005: 6). Hernández and Navarro choose to envelope their stories in the noir fictional mode – a mode with its social-Darwinist, behaviorist, fatalistic worldview – as a way to comment on a world ripped apart at the seams and where characters are fated to live a life in a world that offers no real options.

    

    
      Grotesque and parodic

      Steve Ross’s Chesty Sánchez and Erik Rodríguez’s Hispanic Batman operate within the grotesque mode of storytelling. In Your Brain on Latino Comics and A User’s Guide to Postcolonial and Latino Borderland Fiction, for instance, I define this as the author’s aesthetic aim to present characters, behavior (relations among characters), settings (space and time), and circumstances (physical and social) in a manner that is simultaneously congruent with the aims of realism and that break with such aims. It’s the breakdown of social rules. It’s the breakdown of laws of nature. Steve Ross’s protagonist Chesty Sánchez is a Latina superhero, who brings down corporate villains who profit from biochemical weapon sales and the like; her sidekick is Torpedo, whose deadly weapon are his pedos, or farts. And Erik Rodríguez’s Batman is bisexual, lives in South Central Gotham, and speaks with highly stylized and self-conscious sprinkles of: “jess” and “joo,” “papi,” and other exaggerated Spanglish phrases. When he discovers his sidekick (and lover) Roberto is reading porno magazines, he tells him: “I’m going to ha-ride jorr hide, Roberto!” (Rodríguez 2010: 16). Nothing is off-limits in this comic, including a sexed-up, Cat Woman-costumed Condoleezza Rice. At one point she thinks to herself: “Damn, this Batman guy has got a cut gut” (Rodríguez 2010: 11). The comic ends with Batman giving the 1970s television actor Erik Estrada a big “smooch” and Batman telling him: “how about joo just shut up, Ponch, and take jer medicine, joo big ol’ tough-talking chopper-ha-ridin’ beetch!” (Rodríguez 2010: 50).

    

    
      Superheroes

      I mentioned above the many comics that feature Latino/a superheroes. Richard Domínguez’s El Gato Negro who fights drug cartels along the US-Mexico border. Rafael Navarro’s Sonámbulo whose sojourn in Mictlán gives him the power of sleeplessness, allowing him to solve crimes and vanquish foes when others are deep asleep. And there are many others. Of late, too, we see comic book/film crossovers. For instance, in 2010 film director Robert Rodríguez (with Aaron Kaufman and Stuart Sayger) introduced the comic book superhero vigilante, Machete, in conjunction with his film, Machete. The comic book is a prequel of sorts to the film, telling the story of Daniel “Machete” Lópes before he threw in his Mexican Federale badge. Less the Superman hero and more the Batman vigilante type, in the comic book Machete brings justice for the unconscionable slaying of a woman from the nearby town, Netzahualcoyotl. After slicing in half the head of a villain, he states: “I tried to do the right thing. But they pissed off the wrong Mexican this time!” (Rodríguez et al 2010)

    

    
      Coming of age

      Latino/a author-artists are drawn to this genre, allowing them to explore a wide range of early experiences inflected by race, culture, sexuality, class, and gender. Ivan Vélez Jr. employs the coming-of-age form in his Tales of the Closet (2005) to richly texture a variety of multiracial gay and lesbian teenager coming-out stories. Not only do these characters feel alienated from the adult world as teens with their own sets of issues, but they feel doubly and triply alienated as racially and sexually marginalized. While Vélez presents a certain affirmation of gay teen coalition-building, as Tony, Imelda, and a handful of other characters discover their common closeted experiences, the inclusion of a tragic gay-bashing scene near the story’s end acts as a brutal reminder of the suffering experienced by gay and lesbian youth of color living in a homophobic and racist society (Vélez Jr. 2005).

    

    
      Autobiographical

      Latino/a author/artists also work in the autobiographical genre, where there is a greater expectation on the part of readers that the story will correspond in some way to the life of the author-artist. Of course author-artists play with this expectation. In Rabbi Harvey Meets Ilan Stavans, Ilan Stavans (writer) and Steve Sheinkin (artist) do something interesting. Stavans meets and converses with the wild-west cowboy-hat wearing Harvey Rabbi (who has his own run of graphic novels created by Steve Sheinkin); as Stavans shows Harvey around Mexico City, they talk over issues of identity and the Jewish history in Mexico, ending up at a Jewish enclave in el centro histórico, where Stavans’s parents and grandparents lived. In his discussion of self-identity and belonging, he explains of the Spanish language, “It’s my true home. Or one of my homes” (Stavans and Sheinkin 2012: 3). And self-identifying as Jewish Mexican and Latino, he remarks, “I feel more comfortable saying I’m a Spanish speaker than that I’m Mexican. … I feel like an accidental Mexican” (2012: 3). I also think of Cuba: My Revolution, wherein Inverna Lockpez (author) and Dean Haspiel (artist) create a character named Sonya who acts as a stand-in for Lockpez’s own experiences and biographical story. Brown, gray lines with sepia wash and splashes of red together with regular and irregular panel layouts (the use of triangle panels, too) effectively convey the story of disillusionment with the Castro regime. It opens with a full-page splash depicting a bourgeois household and the identification of this as Havana, Cuba, 31 December 1958, 10pm: “I’m Sonya. I’m 17 years old. I support Fidel Castro, who is still in the mountains but is said to be marching on Havana soon. I live with my mother and stepfather. I have dreams of becoming an artist, a painter – but my mother wants me to be a doctor, like my father” (Lockpez and Haspiel 2010: 1). The comic book ends in 1966 with a close-up of Sonya’s face with tears running down her cheeks, wearing sunglasses with only one-lens, seated in a prop plane as she leaves Cuba: “Welcome to America. Welcome to freedom” (Lockpez and Haspiel 2010: 144). There is also Robert Rentería’s (with Corey Michael Blake) and Shane Clester’s (artist) Mi Barrio (2011) that tells of Rentería’s rags-to-riches story. Rentería includes a short introduction that tells the reader: “Estoy dedicando este libro de cómicas a todos los niños del mundo que están enfrentando cualquier tipo de adversidad. No importa de dónde vengas, los secretos para éxito son trabajo duro, determinación y educación” [“I am dedicating this comic book to all the children around the world who face any kind of adversity. Regardless of where you come from, the secrets to success are hard work, determination and education. This is an up-from-bootstraps morality tale—steer clear of corporeal desire and violence and live a pure life and work hard and you’ll make it”] (Rentería et al 2011).

    

    
      Biographical

      Several Latino/a author/artists choose to tell stories that one way or another also stick to historical and social facts, but as experienced by individual people. For instance, in Wilfred Santiago’s 200-page masterful 21: The Story of Roberto Clemente (2011), we learn of the life of MVP baseball player Roberto Clemente. As a kind of extended flashback (the first series of panels set us in 1972 when he hit his 3,000th home run), it tells of his early life in Puerto Rico (the loss of his sister in a cane-field fire and his preternatural gift for baseball) and his dislocation to the US, where he experiences racism in and out of the leagues. It ends in 1972 with his smashing the world record and also his death in a plane crash while on a mission to get medical supplies to earthquake-ravaged Nicaragua. Santiago uses white speech balloons to represent those speaking Spanish and orange for those speaking English, visually coloring the US Anglo English speakers as the Other. He also chooses to punctuate the visual-verbal story with breaks that textually tell of Puerto Rican history and cultural traditions. The careful use of panel layout, point of view, and close-ups and long shots not only give the story rhythm and energy, but convey the loneliness felt by Clemente as a Latino/a in the US and as one of the first to break the brown color line in the national baseball leagues.

      And there are author/artists who choose the shorter, comic-book vignette form. In Your Brain on Latino Comics (Aldama 2009b), I discuss Gilbert Hernández’s “I’m Proud to Be an American” as well as Roberta Gregory’s “California Girl” (both collected in Pete Friedrich’s Roadstrips: A Graphic Journey Across America), where both relate moments of their coming into a racial consciousness as children. And there are those who use the vignette form to intermix autobiographical epiphany with historical epoch. I think of Mario Hernández along with others collected in The Comic Book Guide to the Mission: A Cartoon Tour through San Francisco’s Mission (Davis 2010). In Hernández’s three-page comic vignette titled “Mission Statements,” he depicts himself visually as a younger Mario living in the mission in the late 1980s. Mario the narrator looks back and tells us: “Fresh from the ‘burbs of So-Cal, I was determined to not overly react to my new neighborhood adventures … ” (Hernández 2010: 53). While the verbal narration is quite staid, the visuals are full of motion, capturing the zaniness of the place, creating a nice tension between the mature voice of Mario and the younger more adventurous Mario. In a stretch panel near the end, the double voice is given visual texture with the depiction of the young Mario to the left (thin and with hair) and to the right an older Mario (large and bald) sitting at the same table eating different ethnic foods of the Mission. The narrator exclaims: “morphing from this, to … this!” (Hernández 2010: 55).

    

    
      Historical

      Several Latino/a author/artists want to right the wrongs of either erased or incorrectly represented Latino history. Some go as far back as pre-Columbian history. In Pablo’s Inferno (2004), Rhode Montijo creates a narrative that asks the reader/viewer to align herself with the innocent child protagonist, Pablo, and to learn through his eyes and ears of the evils of the Euro-Spanish genocide and conquest of the Americas. The story offers a perspective of the conquest not from a Spanish conquistador, but rather the myth-inspired character Quetzal. He informs Pablo, “Most of the knowledge we have of the Aztecs was learned from books of those who came to conquer us” (Montijo 2004: 86). Andrea M. Guadiana’s bilingual flipbook, Azteca: The Story of a Jaguar Warrior (1992) is more tied to the historical archive, giving less play to the visual and more to the textual, to teach its readers of details of Aztec mythological gods such as Catlike, historical figures like Herman Cortés, and early chronicles of the conquest by the likes of Bernal Díaz del Castillo and Miguel León-Portilla. Other Latino/a comic book author/artists choose to set the books straight by recounting a more contemporary history. In Latino USA: A Cartoon History (2000) both Ilan Stavans (writer) and Lalo Alcaraz (artist) self-consciously insert themselves into the making of Latino/a history – a history that begins in 1492 and is filled with oppression and exploitation. A school teacher standing at a chalk-board gives conventional and Anglo-American biased history lessons that are refuted in a trickster-like manner by Stavans and Alcaraz. Notably, too, in Once@9:53am (2011) Ilan Stavans (writer and editor) and Marcelo Brodsky (artist) use the fotonovela comic-book format to recount and make vital today the terrorist attack that took place in the Jewish neighborhood in Buenos Aires on 18 July 1994 and killed 85 people.

      The weighty presence of Latino/a comics today did not appear without struggle or ex nihilo. Those first out of the gates in the 1980s and early 1990s like Los Bros Hernández, Richard Domínguez, Ivan Vélez, Laura Molina, Carlos Saldaña, and Rafael Navarro struggled long and hard to get their work into the hands of readers. (Gus Arriola’s nationally syndicated comic strip “Gordo” appeared in the early 1940s and William de la Torre’s “Pedrito” appeared in The New Yorker in the late 1940s and early 1950s.) With few exceptions, they still hold other jobs to make ends meet. These first-wave creators opened doors and role-modeled possibilities for a second-wave, younger generation of Latino/a comic book storytellers such as Montijo, Santiago, Rodríguez, and Anthony Oropeza, among others.

      The representational map has become more inclusive for other reasons, too. Along with individual and collective struggles of Latino/a author/artists there has been a massive demographic shift in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. Latinos/as today have become the largest minority population in the US – one in six people in the US is now Latino/a. Second only to Mexico City, Los Angeles has the largest Latino/a population. This ethnographic reality puts marketing pressure on media behemoths to represent Latinos/as. NBC’s prime-time show The Event put an Afro-Latino/a in the White House as President. Latina Demi Lovato has become a Disney Channel favorite. Bilingual Dora and Diego are teaching kids of all stars and stripes. Today, Latinos/as are just as likely to appear surfing (Blue Crush) as they are skating (Wassup Rockers) or casting magic spells (Wizards of Waverly Place).

      Without exception, we see this trend also in the mainstream comic book world. DC and Marvel have been creating Latino/a superheroes and sidekicks since the introduction of Héctor Ayala as the White Tiger in 1975 (Marvel), who was then followed by Bonita Juárez as Firebird in 1981 (Marvel) and then Paco Ramone as Vibe in 1984 (DC). However, they appeared mostly as sidekicks and, when they were given their single-issue comic runs, they didn’t last long. Moreover, DC’s and Marvel’s various creative teams seemed to lack both imagination and a sense of responsibility to the Latino/a characters. Most of these early superheroes came chock full of stereotypes (hot tempered and spicy or comic buffoon), exaggerated accents and unnaturally truncated Spanglish phrases, and other racist inflected characteristics.

      Today, Marvel and DC (including its Vertigo imprint) have a fuller array of fleshed out, single-issue Latino/a characters. This is surely the result of Latinos Joe Quesada and Axel Alonso at the helm as editors-in-chiefs and creative directors as well as the demographic pull of Latinos/as in the US, with their $1.3 trillion of spending (debt) power.

      Such creative direction and marketing demands have likely led Marvel and DC to create a rich array of contemporary Latino/a superheroes. They include: Anya Corazón as Araña, whose first appearance in 2004 in the new title Amazing Fantasy (volume 2, issue 1) led to her own six-issue series and then a pocket-sized book series, Fiona Avery (writer) and Mark Brooks (artist), Araña: The Heart of the Spider. In October 2011, she reappeared as a late teen in the limited three-issue run of PaulTobin’s (writer) and Pepe Larraz’s (artist) Spider Island Spider-Girl. Trading in her pre-teen baggy pants (Araña) for black latex and light-blue spider emblem and now equipped with spider powers, she continues her battles with the Society of the Wasp – that “insanely murderous other team” to the cult of the spider society (Tobin et al 2011: 5), she tells Rocky, a fellow multiethnic teen who also attends the same multiracial high school.

      Marvel and DC have introduced an array of other notable Latino/a superheroes. These include Joe Quesada’s introduction in 2005 of the voodun-practicing multi-ethnic (Afro-Latino/a and Latino/a) team of crime-fighters, the Santerians, who derive their powers from Yoruban-Caribbean deities such as Eleggua, Ogun, Chango, Oshun, and Oya. In 2006, Tamora Pierce and Timothy Liebe brought to life a new-generation White Tiger as the book-smart Latina Angela del Toro; unlike her uncle, the original White Tiger of 1975, del Toro is not the brown sidekick to an Anglo superhero, she is the protagonist of her own six-issue series. The same year, DC also introduced El Paso teen Jaime Reyes as the new Blue Beetle. Marvel’s Ultimate Comics series recently introduced the Afro-Latino teenager Miles Morales as the new Spider-Man. In the first issues – his genesis – he learns of and comes to terms with his new powers, going from “I just want to be normal” (Bendis et al 2011: 4) to scaling a building to save a little girl from a fire. A fireman looks in amazement, telling another: “Told you Spider-Man was black” (2011: 18).

      Along with the increased production of comics by and about Latinos/as we see, too, the incipient generation of scholarly work that interprets and analyzes these comics. Academic conferences and journals have published special issues on US ethnic comic books that include important work on Latino/a comic book author/ artists. In 2009, I published Your Brain on Latino Comics that aimed to: 1) archive the history of comics by and about Latinos/as; 2) offer a theory for their analysis; and 3) put on the map the actual voices of the many practicing Latino/a author/artists today by conducting then including interviews.

      This same year Héctor Fernández L’Hoeste and Juan Poblete published the edited collection Redrawing the Nation: National Identity in Latin/o American Comics (2009). While more centrally focused on comics south of the border, the essays L’Hoeste and Poblete collected aim to deepen an understanding of comics both within national and historical contexts. For these scholars, the “urbanization” of populations in the Americas has led to the rise of a great diversity of popular cultural tastes, including for comic books that at once speak to a specifically, say, Brazilian or Mexican or US Latino/a experience as well as to shared experiences of marginality. The increased production and consumption of comics in the Americas presents, the editors write, “a challenge to homogenous national imaginaries in Latin/o America” (L’Hoeste and Poblete 2009: 15). At the same time, the essays highlight crucial differences between comics north and south of the US-Mexico border. The biggest difference is that, generally speaking, those south of the border tend to focus more on issues of class than race or ethnicity; those north of the border tend to focus more on issues of race and ethnicity. In “The Bros. Hernández: A Latin Presence in Alternative US Comics” (one of the two essays that focus on US Latino/a comics) Ana Merino shows clearly how Los Bros Hernández’s foreground issues such as “migratory conflicts, and violent, racist hostility” (Merino 2009: 256).

      In 2010, I published the volume Multicultural Comics: From Zap to Blue Beetle, which widened its focus to include theory, interpretation, analyses, and archival resources of comics by and about Asian-Americans (Filipino inclusive), African-Americans, Native Americans, postcolonial subcontinental Indians – and Latinos/as. Three of the 13 essays focus on comics by and about Latinos/as. For instance, in “‘Authentic’ Latinas/os and Queer Characters in Alternative and Mainstream Comics,” Jonathan Risner considers different expressions of latinidad in a range of comics: Los Bros Hernández’s Las Locas, who employ the bricolage Chicano aesthetic sensibility known as Rasquachismo – the aesthetic of the street and ‘have-nots’ that recycles any and all manner of objects, styles, and techniques to convey a message of resistance through irony and humor; DC’s new Blue Beetle series, whereby the design of Jaime Reyes’s Blue Beetle mask is styled after that of a luchador (a professional Mexican wrestler who wears a mask) and the scarab on his spine inspired by Mexican film director Guillermo del Toro’s film Cronos; and DC’s creation of the ex-lover of Batwoman as the lesbian Latina Renee Montoya. Risner also comments on, for instance, uses of English/Spanish code-switching as well as setting. Blue Beetle’s El Paso location, for instance, “gives the reader a window into a border milieu” (Risner 2010: 50). He also identifies how a comic book such as Blue Beetle brings to the foreground “generational and assimilation issues within some Latina/o families, nativism among US citizens, the trafficking of immigrants, and the militarization and politics of the El Paso–Ciudad Juárez border” (Risner 2010: 51). In “Chronology, Country, and Consciousness in Wilfred Santiago’s In My Darkest Hour,” Nick Hetrick determines how the temporal ordering and visual art of the story show how Santiago blurs the boundary between his US Puerto Rican character Omar’s interiority (private) and the post-9/11 American psyche (public). Santiago’s atypical use of exterior narrating devices makes physically present this blurring of the boundary between the private and public, the real and unreal, in a post-9/11 American consciousness. On one occasion, Hetrick writes:


      
        Instead of fronting ethnicity as a central thematic concern, Santiago’s bold aesthetic experimentation emphasizes the relationship between form and content, specifically with respect to the representation of consciousness. Ultimately, this experimentation gives rise to the novel’s chief concern: to call relations between real and unreal significantly into question.

        (Hetrick 2010: 189)

      

      
There is scholarship, too, that attends to complex configurations of the author/artist identity and the making of the comic book. This could be a focus on how non-Latino/a comic book author/artists render Latinos/as or how Latino/a author/artists choose to portray non-Latino identities and experiences. In Your Brain on Latino ComicsThere is scholarship I discuss, for instance, how Roberta Gregory self-identifies as a Latina but chooses to create not only a white character, but a white bigoted character with her Bitchy Bitch comic books (Aldama 2009b: 166–70). I also explore how Filipino author/artists, the Luna Brothers, create an engaging and empowered Latina super-hero character in their comic book, Ultra (2009b: 202–9). Others such as Patrick Hamilton choose to explore how non-Latinos/as create Latino characters, but to dismal effect. In “Lost in Translation: Jessica Abel’s La Perdida, the Bildungsroman, and ‘That “Mexican” Feel’,” Hamilton, for instance, is critical of Abel’s objectification of Mexicans and caricaturing of mexicanidad. For Hamilton, her protagonist Carla does not transform or grow in her Mexico City journey but rather “persists in her naïveté and ignorance” (Hamilton 2010: 121) and therefore Abel fails to deliver a complex critique of her internalized racism.

      There are different formulations on how to approach Latino/a comics. There are different statements about what comics (Latino/a, multi-ethnic, and otherwise) may or may not do. Overall, there is the sense that comic books are a particularly good medium to overturn denigrating stereotypes. As Derek Parker Royal nicely sums up,


      
        Because of [their] foundational reliance on character iconography, comics are well suited to dismantle those very assumptions that problematize ethnic representation, especially as they find form in visual language. They can do this by particularizing the general, thereby undermining any attempts at subjective erasure through universalization.

        (Royal 2007: 9)

      

      
There is also a consensus among scholars and practitioners that it is important to keep in mind the material constraints and issues involved in the production and consumption of comics by and about Latinos/as. For instance, comic book author Richard Domínguez chose not to have his comics distributed by Diamond. While the comics get into more hands, the distributor takes all the return, leaving little to nothing for Domínguez to use to produce new comics. Others such as Ivan Velez have worked for Marvel and DC, discovering a straitjacket on their creativity; when he was in charge of writing Ghost Rider, Vélez tried unsuccessfully to give him a Latino/a background; even though the DC-backed Milestone comics (African-American operated) was hugely successful and made a profit, it pulled the plug, killing the successful 36-issue run of Vélez’s and Crisscross’s Blood Syndicate series (see Aldama 2009b: 279–91).

      The mainstream DC and Marvel publishers are not interested in innovation – unless it sells. For as long as the innovative comic sells, there is money backing its production and distribution. (Of course, this innovative product becomes quickly formulaic when produced in a factory-belt style.) When it stops selling, it is pulled. Not surprisingly, those like Vélez and most other Latino/a author/artists choose not to have their creativity and storytelling art constrained in such a way, choosing the independent route instead. We see Latino/a author/artists either self-publishing or publishing with independents such as Seattle’s Fantagraphics, Montreal’s Drawn & Quarterly, Berkeley’s Image Comics – and occasionally, as with Gilbert Hernández, with the more open-minded DC imprint, Vertigo.

      For working Latino/a author/artists maintaining control over their product is essential. The cost of making comics is much less than, say, the other visually driven storytelling medium, film. Aside from the necessary storytelling verbal and visual skills, all that Latino/a comic author/artists require are pencils, paper, and a drafting table; all they require for distribution is the web. Not surprisingly, Latinos/as with limited means and who want to maintain total control over their artistic product turn to the visual-verbal format of comics.

      As I discuss at length in Your Brain on Latino Comics, it is important that we not only consider the material contexts that shape the making and consumption of Latino/a comic books but also how the specific formal features, structures, and devices not only operate in the comics but how they generate meaning and feeling. Whether of the superheroic or telluric variety, comic books by and about Latinos/as demand a great concentration of visual and verbal narrative devices and plot to hit their mark and realize their intended effect on the reader/viewer – and usually with as few means and as quickly as possible.

      The choice of greater or lesser degrees of the visual or the verbal present in any given comic book is the choice of the author/artist. For the most part, however, when too much text fills the space of the panel, the comic book begins to read less like a comic book; the author/artist is not taking full advantage of the storytelling medium as both a visual and verbal experience. The Latino/a author/artists I have studied know well that there should be a balance and rhythmic variation between the visual and the verbal elements. They do not overcrowd their pages with text and art. Many, like Frank Espinosa, will draw a figure or scene, then erase unnecessary lines, leaving it to the viewer to fill in the blank spaces. There is also a clear sense of the author/artist’s willful use of space design whereby we jump from one panel to the next in ways that create movement between the panels – we mentally fill in the gutters with movement – and that can give significance to any given panel; the choice of panel distribution not only creates a certain rhythm to the flow of the story, but it generates a semantic significance and energetic charge. We see this most effectively when an author/artist such as Espinosa chooses to slice up a panel in unconventional ways to give it a kinetic force.

      While Latino/a comic book author/artists make choices to such devices, one might further speculate that they function as space clearing devices to open the reader’s eyes to different ways of being in the world – ways typified by the respective Latino (Chicano, Dominican, Puerto Rican, Cuban) experience. However, the author/artists themselves caution against making such a move that predisposes the imagination and formal choice to a genetic or otherwise identification.

      With such an economy of means in creating setting and character as well as speeding up and slowing down the tempo of the telling (flashbacks/flashforwards, elisions, and panel layouts), Latino/a comic author/artists create stories that present a rich array of worldviews and moral options and dilemmas.

      Along with this willful use of technique and storytelling comes a responsibility to subject matter. There is a distinction that makes a crucial difference between comic book author-artists who particularize Latino/a experience in places in time with a clear will to style and those who abstract character experience in places out of time. A theory of comics by and about Latinos/as would do well, therefore, to attend to the formal features involved in the writing and drawing of the story (its universal infrastructure) and how they work to particularize features contained in the subject matter (themes, places, and time).

      Attention to the formal features can offer insight into just how a Latino/a comic book author/artist opens the reader’s eyes to social, political injustice and outright racism. For instance, in Your Brain on Latino Comics, I analyze at length how Gilbert Hernández uses typographic marks on the page to upend deep prejudices concerning speech (language) and thought:


      
        In Love and Rockets X, the verbal and visual narration presents Maricela (Luba’s daughter from Palomar) as speaking in a truncated, broken English while cleaning the house of a white character, who reads her broken English as evidence of her being illiterate and a dullard. However, a few pages later, we see her speaking very well and conveying her ideas in non-broken English. The difference: Hernández uses angle brackets to indicate to the reader-viewer that we are actually listening to her speak Spanish (in English translation). It is not that the quality of her mind changed from one day to the next, but rather that in English she had difficulty in expressing her thoughts.

        (Aldama 2009b:104)

      

      
Attention to the particularized texturing of theme, place, and time often reveals just how a given Latino/a author/artist infuses his or her respective story with a cultural and historical specificity. Laura Molina clearly situates her comic book The Jaguar in a 1990s Los Angeles – a time when Governor Wilson passed repressive laws such as Prop 187 that made it illegal for undocumented people (“illegal aliens”) to go to school and receive medical care. This impacts directly her Chicana superhero, Linda Rivera as The Jaguar, and her Chicano community. Wilfred Santiago’s Omar Guerrero experiences the events of 9/11 deeply as a Puerto Rican who faces racism at every turn living in Chicago, spiraling into unforeseen depths of depression.

      The respective comic book author/artists’ choice of time and place typically identify cultural heritage. This is where we see inter-Latino/a differences come into play and where we identify and experience the distinctive features of each within trans-Latino/a expressive milieu. So we have Santiago, whose Omar is clearly Nuyorican – he’s phenotype and dark kinky hair – but he’s also simply Nuyorican. He doesn’t think about it too much. And then we have Molina. Each is clearly different, not just in gender focus but also in terms of Latino ethnic experience. One is that of a Puerto Rican in and around 9/11 in New York and the other of a Chicana living in a 1980s LA. At the same time that there are clear differences (regional, ethnic), there are also commonalities. Both characters experience racism and feelings of disenfranchisement as Latinos/as.

      Importantly, too, Latino/a comic book author/artists are very aware of the interplay of the visual and verbal elements and how this moves the story forward. A comic book that is dominated by the visual or conversely by the verbal fall short; dynamic comic book storytelling involves the organic integration of both. In Your Brain on Latino Comics, for instance, I analyze how Espinosa uses text sparingly to guide our gap filling of his very abstract and expressionist visuals and the pleasure that ensues. While he pushes the envelope – and he can, given that he publishes with the independent Image Comics press – he doesn’t push us so far that we no longer move between the verbal and the visual. The verbal and visual narration still work together to guide our gap-filling activity in our formation of a visual-verbal gestalt (Aldama 2009b: 98).

      As I insist in my work on Latino/a and multicultural comics (Aldama 2009b; 2010), the process of writing and drawing implies myriad choices (one word instead of another, one image instead of another, one or another style of lettering, etc.) on the part of Latino/a author-artists; in thinking in images they are constantly deciding which gaps to leave and which gaps to fill in; they are deciding which gaps we will fill and how we will be guided to fill them. In many ways, Latino/a author/artists craft visual-verbal stories that not only engage their reader/viewers but also expand in new and novel ways the perceptual, emotive, and cognitive capacities of their reader/ viewers.

      Comics by and about Latinos/as go everywhere and anywhere. The Latino/a comic book authors/artists can choose to include cultural references (Sultana’s Burrito wears a serape, Navarro’s Sonambulo and Montijo’s Pablo both return from the underworld) or not. They can choose to include Spanish along with English, or not. They can choose to include identifiable Latino/a characters, or they may also choose to create non-ethnic characters like many of those that populate Gilbert Hernandez’s comic book worlds.

      In all, however, what we see with the resplendent variety of today’s comics by Latinos/as is a strong sense of verbal-visual storytellers who are responsible both to the comic book storytelling as a form and to the culture, history, and experiences of being Latino/a – and this in a tragic, comic, epic, historical, social, political, irreverent, or any other way.
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      If one had any doubts about the centrality of “the child” to the current political economy, then the circulation of the term “anchor baby” and the fiery accusations about the validity of Barack Obama’s birth certificate should dispel such thoughts completely. Used by anti-immigration activists to describe the children of laborers born to a parent who does not hold US citizenship, and meant to be derogatory, “anchor baby” misleadingly suggests that a parent can easily obtain US citizenship if his or her child has been born in the United States. Of course, it comes as no surprise that the paranoia about just where Barack Obama was actually born – and thus whether he was entitled to be elected President of the United States – accompanied the very round of anti-immigrant fervor that birthed “anchor baby.” The debate flamed clearly racialized anxieties about how to prevent a man who traces his ancestry to Kenya and Kansas from being elected (or re-elected) President. By focusing on the location of his birth, opponents of Obama elliptically avoided discussing “race” while making a claim about his illegitimacy in a deeply racializing manner.

      The convergence of these two issues underscores the significance of “the child” and leaves no doubt that how “the child” is conceptualized remains important to the theater of national power struggles and to the formation of boundaries of belonging. Put differently, the work of “the child” is more protean than we often assume. Caroline Levander makes this point exceptionally clear: “To the extent that the child represents the liberal-democratic state, it takes on and perpetuates the racial meanings inhering in that social entity. Analysis of the child therefore does not simply index who suffers from racism (and is therefore equated with a child) but, more fundamentally, reveals racial domination to be a system – like patriarchy – that underpins and enables liberal-democratic societies” (Levander 2006: 14). Freighted with what Levander describes as “signifying responsibilities,” how have Latino/a writers imagined the child as a vehicle to reimagine the social? More specifically, how have Latino/a writers utilized literature for children as part of this effort to envision a different world? What are the effects of conceptualizing Latino/a children as both audience and subject of literary production? What does that mean sonically and visually as well as to the overall repertoire of texts available for thinking about and teaching children?

      José Martí seized on these questions in 1889 when he wrote and published La edad de oro, a four-issue magazine for children. While Martí was certainly not the first to write for children in Spanish during the nineteenth century, La edad de oro stands out as the sole nineteenth-century Spanish language periodical published in the US for children (Martín-Rodríguez 2006: 17). Didactic, humorous, appealing, and irritating in their gendered, essentializing accounting of difference, the stories, poems, and essays published in La edad seek to formulate a child who engages modernity on modernity’s terms; this vision also instantiates a heterosexual family structure as the utopian ideal for the nation. These stories and poems clearly reflect the extent to which Martí abjures the structures of coloniality underpinning racializing narratives (although, as is clear, he does not question patriarchal accounts); this aporia in his understanding of coloniality might also be said to trouble contemporary narratives for Latino/a children, which often do not look surprisingly different from Martí’s foray into the genre. That is to say, they uphold a hetero-familial accounting of Latino otherness as spiritually superior and, where possible, resistant to the ills of capitalist industrialism. He also offers accounts of historical figures as role models, considers the centrality of “Indian-ness” to Latino self-understanding, and celebrates the playful reaches of the Spanish language. Martí of course is never uncomplex as “La muñeca negra” and “Los zapaticos de rosa,” two of the most famous pieces from La edad, make clear. In both the story and poem, Martí offers children a model of other children who reject racialist assumptions, show compassionate generosity when faced with poverty, and eschew baubles of bourgeois consumerism. And indeed, in constructing a social vision of interdependence he argues, throughout the collection, that an aggressive individualism ultimately renders everyone more vulnerable.

      As significant as Martí’s contribution has been to Latin American/Latino/a letters, it remains invisible within the broader scholarship on children’s literature. So too does the work of María Cristina Mena and Pura Belpré. Anticipating both the archival devotion of Pura Belpré, and circling the problematics of industrialization that Martí decried, Mena’s themes similarly dovetail with many found in contemporary Latino children’s texts. Mena, however, turned fiction she had originally written for adults into stories for children, ultimately publishing these revisions as The Water-Carrier’s Secrets (1942), The Two Eagles (1943), The Bullfighter’s Son (1944), The Three Kings (1946), and Boy Heroes of Chapultepec: A Story of the Mexican War (1953). Belinda Rincón argues that Mena understood that her children’s fiction had to contend with young adult literature that “reproduced the tropes of empire to foster US imperialism by promoting its values” (Rincón 2009: 110). In The Water-Carrier’s Secrets, Rincón suggests, Mena offers a critique of these values and tries to inoculate her readers against militarism while developing a “subtle dialogue with Mexican nationalism” (2009: 112) in an effort to portray a Mexico that does not “need US economic and military intervention” (2009: 116). Dora Alicia Ramírez-Dhoore reads The Two Eagles as a satire in which Mena shows the power struggles between a Mexican state governor and a US corporate titan (Ramírez-Dhoore 2003: 47–100). She argues that these struggles, while supposedly humorous, also showcase Mena’s ongoing critique of industrialization and assimilation and the abuses entailed in the Good Neighbor Policy. Additionally the story, in an obverse manner, critiques the politics of tourism and the racialized shaping of desirability, even as it underscores the crippling effects of consumerism.

      A New York City Librarian, Pura Belpré became famous as a storyteller and developed a vast archive and repertoire of folk tales drawn from the Caribbean. She published her first story, Pérez and Martina in 1932 and went on to complete more than a dozen books. Lisa Sánchez González, in the most important scholarly analysis of Belpré published thus far, argues that this first story “contains some of the stylistic tendencies found throughout Belpré’s literary corpus: bilingual passages, more dialogue between characters than omniscient narration, and a quick pace” (Sánchez González 2001a: 85). More importantly, Sánchez González argues, the story contains an allegorical critique of coloniality and its utilization of race to structure and maintain embedded hierarchies (2001a: 86). Belpré’s only chapter book, written during World War II and published posthumously, Firefly Summer (1996), is a young adult novel about turn of the century, pre-Jones Act Puerto Rico. In evocative prose, Belpré celebrates a different sense of the daily, offering a vision of pleasure and familial relations that is in sharp contrast to the mediated narrative of the consuming, individualistic family.

      As Gerald Reséndez has argued, children’s literature has not been immune to hostile, dismissive, or stereotypical portraits of Latinos and Latin America (Reséndez 1985: 107–9). Belpré, Mena, and Martí must necessarily be studied within the context of virulent US racial antagonism towards all of Latin America. Their cumulative interventions offered in this regard do not fully resist the undertow of racialization and hetero-patriarchy, but they nevertheless widen the imaginary structures available for all.

      During the post-World War II period, a moment when publishing houses rapidly expanded the numbers of children’s books offered each year, one might expect that these firms would have seen reason to develop books that focused on Latino/a children. But none seems to have. In one of the most important (and unusual) publishing histories of the period, Dear Genius: The Letters of Ursula Nordstrom (Marcus 1998), the question of writing for young Latinos/as or even representing them in non-stereotypical ways never arises, although questions of other forms of otherness are discussed. Not until the Black Arts, Chicano, and Nuyorican Movement critiques of anglophilia did the realm of the possible begin to be transformed so as to include a wider spectrum of children. It would similarly take the development of a network of new publishing houses, libraries, writers, and illustrators to, as Martín-Rodríguez eloquently puts it, “start constructing a different meaning for what it meant to be a Chicano/a and a child (or, more precisely, a Chicano/a child), and to re-construct the Chicano/a child’s relationship with reading and literature (Martín-Rodríguez 2006: 24).

      One of the first to see this need during the height of the Chicano Movimiento was Ernesto Galarza, who wrote a series of children’s books that he illustrated with his own photographs; he also translated and ultimately published them, establishing Editorial Almadén for that purpose (Ada 2003: 43). These texts, like so many of Belpré’s, aimed to utilize the authority of the book to engage readers in an experience of Spanish and English and to shift the horizons of possibility by providing readers with a broader range of topics and characters. In this sense, his texts, like those before and after him, underscored the absence of Latino/a voices in mainstream publishing. Similarly, Alurista and Víctor Ochoa collaborated with artists to produce Tula y Tonán, a mixed-media Spanish text designed to celebrate the artists’ vision of indigenous values. Archival work will undoubtedly reveal other efforts to shift the representational possibilities of Latinos/as for children, such as a little known group of short texts published by Hill and Wang in 1970. The New York publishing house offered at least five texts that year in what they called “Educational Challenger: The La raza series” with the mission to offer, as the jacket copy notes, “[an] original story written with special sensitivity to the needs of the black or the Spanish speaking communities of the US.” These texts are largely historical, short fiction focusing on Puerto Ricans and Mexicans (Cárdenas, Campbell, Figueroa).

      Not until the early 1990s – when prizes for Latino children’s literature began to be established by activist-librarians and universities, and publishing houses began to cultivate, encourage, and publish stories by Latinos/as with “Latino/a themes” – did a much larger repertoire of Latino/a children’s literature emerge. The Americas’ Book Award, established by the National Consortium of Latin American Studies Programs in 1993, promotes children’s and young adult books that “authentically and engagingly portray” cultures and experiences across the Americas (clasppro-grams.org). Established in 1995 by Texas State University in San Marcos, the Tomás Rivera Mexican American Children’s Book Award honors Rivera’s legacy while encouraging the writing, designing, and illustrating of books that “depict the Mexican American experience” (www.education.txstate.edu/c-p/Tomas-Rivera-Book-Award-Project-Link.html). The American Library Association, after nearly two decades of activism by members of its Reforma caucus, created the Pura Belpré award in 1996 for the best work of fiction for children and best illustrated children’s books by Latinos/as (www.ala.org/alsc/awardsgrants/bookmedia/belpremedal). All of these awards draw crucial attention to the effort to expand this repertoire of texts and stories just as their websites provide resources for people seeking new books to read to their children or purchase for their libraries and classrooms. While major New York publishing houses have slowly begun to cultivate authors and illustrators who can write children’s fiction that moves beyond crude stereotypes and the worst forms of tropicalized romanticization, Piñata Press, a division of the venerable Arte Público Press, and Children’s Book Press of San Francisco have been frontrunners by actively cultivating authors and circulation networks for new books. Many of Arte Público’s authors, for example, were known first for their adult novels and poems but have gone on to write famous children’s books first for Arte Público and then, eventually for larger presses. Children’s Book Press seeks out well-known authors and asks them to develop a children’s book idea – and many have done so.

      Alongside the development of the awards, several authors have actively promoted the development of Latino/a children’s fiction. Author of more than 50 children’s books in Spanish and English, as well as highly influential bilingual education textbooks, Alma Flor Ada is known for her advocacy and dedication to the field. Many of Ada’s books draw on the tales she heard while growing up in Cuba; her commitment to the translation and maintenance of folk traditions is obvious in her range of texts as is her support of bilingual education. Among her most famous and honored books is Gathering the Sun: An Alphabet in Spanish and English (1997) illustrated by the well-known painter Simón Silva. She has also written a number of books that showcase the lives of Latinos/as such as César Chávez and Rita Moreno (1999), depict immigrant children’s pleasures and challenges, as well as celebrate quotidian experiences through rhymes and word play.

      First known for her Chicana feminist poetry, Pat Mora has written several terrific novels and searing essays, but more recently has published an impressive number of children’s books. Like Ada, Mora has been adamant in her insistence that literature that focuses on everyday Latino/a experiences makes a vital contribution to Latino/a children’s sense of self-worth. As she notes: “We have a whole generation growing up without ever seeing themselves in print. What does it mean if you don’t see yourself in books? There is a strong connection between images and identity” (Canto 1995: 1). Assuming the force of representation animates her work, but her stories and poems also do much more as they explore in delicate rhymes and careful narratives the customs and rituals that knit people together. Mora also refuses to miss opportunities to challenge everyday habits of exclusion and prejudice. If in one story/poem she suggests the interanimating relationship between the terrain and its inhabitants (The Desert is My Mother, 1994), in another she good humoredly calls attention to sexism and the limitations such practices produce (The Bakery Lady, 2001). In one of her most moving stories, Tomás and the Library Lady (1997), Mora honors Tomás Rivera by telling a story of a young boy’s encounter with a librarian while working the fields with his family. He visits the library to read books at the urging of his grandfather, the family storyteller. A librarian notices that the avid reader doesn’t have a library card and encourages him to check out books on her own card. His grandfather subsequently asks him to read the stories aloud. In this sense the tradition of storytelling continues to link generations. Tomás also suggests how libraries and books can serve as reservoirs of belonging, thereby underscoring one of Mora’s principal themes.

      Martí, Belpré, Ada, and Mora constitute a continuum of artist/activists that connect institutional change with demanding new representational possibilities. And in this sense, their commitment to broadening not just the visual but sonic frames of intelligibility must be applauded and supported. But if such change is crucial for any number of reasons, and even if such a challenge can be traced back at least to Martí’s “La muñeca negra,” and certainly connected to Toni Morrison’s chilling novel, The Bluest Eye (1970), it nevertheless does not engage another aspect of writing for children: its continual exploration of shared vulnerability in an economy increasingly defined by predation. By this I mean that at least one avenue of writing for children – an avenue that might be said to have been cleared by Aesop’s fables – is one that seeks to frighten, thrill and, more importantly, develop a repertoire of examples of human vulnerability and vulnerability’s requisite engagement with community-making. In this sense children’s literature has often sought not just to engage with instructions on manners and literacy, but also to explore those experiences that threaten. Even when these texts end with romantic and satisfactory resolutions (e.g., Mike Mulligan and His Steam Shovel) they nevertheless articulate the myriad ways that people can devolve into monsters or suffer from the ravages of disease, industrialization, and war.

      It is important to note the lack of such themes in most Latino/a picture books. In contrast, African-American writers have explored the tribulations and perils of the middle passage, the underground railway, and Jim Crow; Anglo and Jewish writers have described the Holocaust, the impact of cancer, diabetes and physical disabilities. Why do we see virtually no Latino/a children’s texts that explore similarly significant events and issues? A few exceptions do indeed highlight this silence: Gary Soto’s humorous and popular series about the gato vato, Chato, and his sidecat, Novio Boy, allegorically limn human vulnerability and the circulation of animosity (Soto 1995). Juan Felipe Herrera’s The Upside Down Boy (2000) suggests the challenges children of migrant laborers face when they enter a new school. Similarly, Mora’s The Rainbow Tulip (1999) tackles the complex feelings an immigrant child has when she feels different from other children. But in general, the stories that enfold Latino/a children into the ambit of representability emphasize extended, hetero-normative, happy families and the broad-spirited facility of Spanglish – which is to say quotidian pleasures rather than equally quotidian dangers.

      This lack of what we might call “edge” could be traced to writers’ desire to emphasize the positive in the face of omnipresent derogatory accounts; similarly it could be traced to writers’ patronizing sense that young children should not read about dangers (even though they must navigate them). But it is also surely linked to an effort that Arlene Dávila has highlighted by the corporate media at large – to create a flaccid, easily consumable sense of latinidad – with colorful happy, cheerful, cooperative families – where Spanish and English flicker past, the English sometimes adroitly translating the Spanish words and phrases (Dávila 2008: 25–45).

      Perhaps more worrisome, publishers appear to be promoting a kind of visual essentialism by repeatedly encouraging designers and artists to use a cheerful, bright palette of complementary colors and broadened, flattened illustrations echoing the traditions of murals, ex-votos, and amate paintings. This design sensibility makes the books visually recognizable before one can even read their titles, effectively branding them Latino/a. The pull toward a kind of visual branding also suggests the challenge writers and artists face when asked to produce “authenticity.” One of the most prominent illustrators of Latino/a children’s fiction, Susan Guevara, writes quite movingly of her search to find a workable palette and aesthetic for illustrating Soto’s Chato series. Ultimately, she tells us, after countless drives through East Los Angeles, she ended up watching and copying the design aesthetic utilized in Cheech Marin’s famous film, Born in East LA (Guevara 2003: 55). While it would be hard to find fault with artists’ search for a palette and visual style that connects children’s fiction to other forms (and periods) of expressive cultures, whether that be the mural movement or a pre-Cortesian optical vocabulary, their work should not be limited by the constraints of a branding process that needs an identifiable, seemingly authentic, look.

      The risks in packaging, commodifying, and containing difference in order to produce a marketable authenticity should be understood. For example, one can see a result of that process in the popular Skippyjon Jones series (Schachner 2005) that similarly plays with this sort of Hispanic-y palette and flattened drawing style in which bright colors depend on contrasts from the hue of surrounding darker colors. Breathing new life into the stereotype of the frito bandito, Skippyjon Jones is a mischievous Siamese cat who fantasizes a Chihuahua alter ego, while the text itself engages many of the tropes of Latino/a children’s writing (including the mix of languages, symbolic locales, and typical foods). In other words when a brand becomes fungible, its appropriation and rejuvenation as stereotype becomes far easier to manage.

      Many of the Skippyjon Jones jokes turn on Spanglish rhymes and rhythms. Its use of the interrelationship between languages mimics a popular marker of Latino/a children’s texts. While an impressive number of texts are translated into either English or Spanish so that the two languages appear side by side, any number of other picture books utilize Spanish words to nail down or evoke a sense of latinidad. This effort often becomes visibly contrived when after each use of a Spanish word or phrase, an English translation is immediately offered. Instead of providing a sense of the Spanish translation within the context of the story for non-bilingual readers, the texts inscribe a tired repetition (Barrera and Quiroa 2003: 258). In some sense, this doubling instantiates or underscores the privileges of monolinguality for English speakers. The Spanish words function as a decorative, authorizing device by marking difference without making it opaque.

      The frequently gawky use of Spanish/Spanglish dovetails with the non-threatening themes and the cheery visual matrix. These texts also largely replicate and reinforce a hetero-patriarchal account of Latino/a experiences. And this is worrying, because to the extent that it is necessary to reimagine the social, to imagine it differently than what the dominant imaginary offers, writers will need to actively critique and move past the legacies of colonial modernity, rather than replicate so many of them.

      This tendency to describe happy children and felicitous, intact, extended families partaking of beloved cultural traditions should not be entirely surprising. It both schools Latino/a children on how to embrace the unthreatening aspects of their family lives and reflects to a broader audience the very narrative about Latinos/as that seems most palatable. Yet given that Latino/a children’s fiction seeks to interrupt the hegemonic production of whiteness, ought it not try to interrupt other structuring aspects of the coloniality of power? It is difficult to argue that most Latino/a children’s fiction is interested in such interruptions. To a certain extent, these normalizing gestures underscore Ariel Dorfman’s argument that the primary work of children’s literature is to mold children according to the dominant culture’s desires and that therefore we should not look to it as a vehicle for social change (Dorfman and Mattelart 1975). Put differently, broadening the field of the visual/ sonic imaginary does not necessarily translate into radical transformation of the possible.

      It is also true, however, that more complex representations of Latino/a life are emerging in children’s fiction and young adult novels. Rigoberto González writes of life for a young boy with two moms in Antonio’s Card/La Tarjeta de Antonio (2005). Similarly, From North to South/Del Norte al Sur, by René Colato Laínez (2010), describes the aftereffects of a deportation for a young boy who has lost his mother to the immigration authorities. Of course, young adult novels provide greater opportunity to discuss difficult and challenging experiences. These novels are more clearly connected to broader literary traditions and many texts are crossovers (e.g., Sandra Cisneros’s House on Mango Street (1984) is taught in junior high schools, high schools, and colleges; Nicholasa Mohr’s Nilda (1973) is similarly taught across educational levels). But clearly a crucial new avenue of publication is the young adult novel, and noted writers such as Julia Alvarez, Gary Soto, and Judith Ortiz Cofer have begun writing for this audience. Others, such as Pam Muñoz Ryan, are primarily known as young adult novelists. Their texts tangle with vexing issues around labor and immigration rights, revolution, homelessness, and suicide.

      Literary scholars do not generally take children’s picture books and young adult novels seriously. Similarly, very little contemporary children’s literary criticism pays careful attention to the depiction of Latinos. Where that attention has been paid, it is because scholars are looking at and for Latino authors. Yet the tremendous effort by a number of well-known writers to produce a new genre of picture books and the appearance of many new young adult novels for a new generation of children suggest that critics might well participate in this endeavor. For parents and librarians seeking images of children with brown skin, dark eyes and hair, living in locales that don’t look like New England, telling stories that don’t mirror Brothers Grimm, Dr Seuss, or Nancy Drew, and speaking in rhythms and with a vocabulary that differs drastically from the dominant version of monolingual picture books, these efforts are not silly at all. They recognize that representations of all types, especially visual and sonic ones, provide an authorizing force that cannot be easily countered or encountered in other ways.
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      Introduction

      US Latino/a literature has a complicated relationship with canon formation. Through anthologies, university courses, and the institutions of literary publication and criticism, canons draw borders, determining who is allowed in and who will be excluded. Yet canons also stake out territory and help imagine communities. Latino/a studies, born as an intervention into an exclusionary American canon, is coming to terms with its own institutionalization and the kinds of selections and hierarchies that process entails. This push and pull, between challenge and consolidation, taking an anti-canon position or creating a counter-canon, marks the ambivalent relationship between Latino/a literary studies and canon formation.

    

    
      Latinos/as in the American canon(s)

      Latino/a literature developed as a counter-canon in response to its exclusion from pre-existing canons. Early writers who have been subsequently recuperated as foundational Latino/a figures – such as José Martí (Lomas 2008; Ramos 2001), who wrote his most important works while living in the United States – were until recently only considered part of a Latin American tradition; US-born or raised writers, meanwhile, were not considered part of Latin American traditions at all and left out of influential critical overviews such as Jean Franco’s Introduction to Spanish-American Literature (1994). While Latin American writers are often included in Latino/a literature anthologies, the reverse is rarely true, as evidenced by collections like Masterpieces of Spanish American Literature (Flores and Anderson 1974) and The Oxford Book of Latin American Short Stories (González-Echevarría 1997).

      As a body of work created in the United States, Latino/a literature should be part of the canon of American literature (though our preference is for the adjective “US,” the mechanisms of canon formation generally use the term “American;” for that reason, when we refer to the American canon, it should be understood as a formation tied to a racialized US identity invested in hemispheric aspirations and manifest destiny). But throughout the nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth centuries, Latinos/as in the US were defined as foreign regardless of their actual birthplaces or citizenships (Oboler 1995: 33). This exclusion translated to literature: Latino/a writers such as Arturo Alfonso Schomburg or William Carlos Williams could only be understood as American by being defined as black or white (Sánchez González 2001b). In this context, Latino/a writers had no place in the American canon. Eight American Writers – published by Norton, which has done as much as anyone in creating the American canon – identifies Edgar Allan Poe, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Herman Melville, Walt Whitman, Mark Twain and Henry James as “our American Classics” (Foerster and Falk 1963: xv). The first two editions of the Norton Anthology of American Literature, published in 1979 and 1985, included no writers of Latin American heritage except Williams. Furthermore, the only nod to his latinidad is mention of “his maternal grandmother, an Englishwoman deserted by her husband, [who] had come to America with her son, married again, and moved to Puerto Rico” (Baym et al 1985: 1081), a description emphasizing English origins. In these earliest configurations of the American canon, the few Latino/a writers admitted were allowed in on the condition of an erasure of their latinidad.

      Latino/a writers therefore found little space in which to enter the American canon defined as such. Latino/a social movements of the 1960s were significantly invested in raising awareness among the broader public of the presence of Latino/a populations and their contributions to the US nation; in the realm of literature, this meant showing how mainstream understandings of US literary history failed to acknowledge Latino/a contributions. These social movements transformed the US academy and publishing industry, and the canon of American literature opened up somewhat since then. By 1989, after a decade of “Canon Wars,” the third edition of the Norton Anthology of American Literature included Denise Chávez, Alberto Ríos, and Lorna Dee Cervantes; the 1994 fourth edition was revised to begin with a section that featured Christopher Columbus, Bartolomé de las Casas, and Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca; and the 1998 fifth edition added Sandra Cisneros. But inclusion of Latino/a writers in the American canon has only been partial: Masterpieces of American Literature (Magill 1994) features more than 200 works but only two Latino/a authors. Even the 2007 edition of the Norton Anthology of American Literature devotes fewer than 150 of its almost 6,000 pages to Latino/a texts. Meanwhile, the flagship journal of American studies, American Literature, first published an article on Latino/a writing in 1979, and not again until 1990; searching the journal’s archives through JSTOR suggests that the word “Nuyorican” has appeared in the journal three times in its 83-year history.

    

    
      The 1960s politics of 1970s anthologies

      Just as the Civil Rights struggles by the Chicano Movement or the Young Lords sought to force the United States to acknowledge the contributions of Latinos/as to the nation, challenges to the exclusionary canon of American literature coalesced in the formation of Chicano/a and Nuyorican anthologies. The earliest of these anthologies appear in the early 1970s; their timing, as well as their ethnic-specific rather than pan-Latino/a scope, reflected their connection to Civil Rights groups articulating their struggles along these lines (Cabán 2003; Oboler 1995). These connections to social movements meant that the 1970s anthologies were often geographically and ethnically focused, organizing their selections around Chicano or Nuyorican writing, and were often published by small local presses such as Quinto Sol, which published several editions of El Espejo/The Mirror (Romano-V and Rios 1969; 1972). These anthologies show little uniformity in terms of structure or even content; collections organize the readings either thematically or by genre, and few writers appear consistently from one anthology to another. Despite these divergent geographical contexts, however, the anthologies of the 1970s can be labeled as 1960s academic projects. The thematic structure of From the Barrio (Salinas and Faderman 1973) alludes to this inspirational context, dividing the volume into the sections “My Revolution” and “My House.” The idea of creating or owning political and personal space demonstrates the goal of these anthologies: to address the absence of Latinos/as in the American literary canon. Two responses to this absence emerge: the counter-canon impulse towards establishing an alternative archive of Latino/a literary production, seen in Aztlan (Valdez and Steiner 1971) and Mexican American Authors (Paredes and Paredes 1972); or the anti-canonical desire to overturn the idea of the canon articulated in the introduction to Nuyorican Poetry (Algarín and Piñero 1974).

      Adopting a vocabulary of Civil Rights activism, the counter-canon anthologies attempt to outline an ethnic-specific tradition to counterbalance an American literary canon. The editors of Aztlan organize the collection drawing connections between Aztec cultural texts and 1960s Chicano writing, dedicating the first half of the anthology to questions of ethnic origins – with chapter titles including “Where are the Roots of Men?” and “The Genesis of Chicanos” – and using the second half to address elements of the Civil Rights movement (La Tierra, La Mujer) under the title “La Causa.” The introduction positions literary studies as a space to construct a revisionist history of Mexican-American identity, arguing that the goal of literature is to “present illuminating images of mankind” (Valdez and Steiner 1971: xiii). The anthology emphasizes the indigeneity of Mexican-Americans, that “We are the New World” rather than “one more in a long line of hyphenated-immigrants” (1971: xiv). The anthology performs this rhetorical positioning by not only placing the Aztec codices and contemporary Chicano texts side-by-side but also contextualizing them using historical documents such as the 1848 Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo and the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission’s 1970 report. Similarly, the introduction to Mexican American Authors elaborates the collection’s counter-canon goals. It begins with a sense of literary inheritance, that Mexican-Americans are “heirs to the European civilization of Spain and the Indian civilizations of Mexico” (Paredes and Paredes 1972: 1). Citing the racist depictions of Mexican-Americans in the works of John Steinbeck and Stephen Crane, the introduction asserts that the collection will “attempt to swing the scales” by positioning contemporary 1960s Chicano writing as a corrective to the American literary canon (1972: 4). These Mexican-American anthologies and their counter-canon agenda succeeded in obtaining institutional acceptance for “Chicano” as a literary category, as illustrated by Houghton Mifflin following the Paredes and Paredes anthology with the publication of Chicano Voices (Cárdenas de Dwyer 1975) as part of their Multicultural Literature series.

      The anti-canon trajectory contests the traditional conception of literature (as high culture) representing the historical achievements of a people. The introduction to Nuyorican Poetry reveals how 1960s anti-establishment politics are key to the anthologizing of contemporary literature during the 1970s. The editors frame the poet as one who must break with the past to address a gap in the vocabulary of the present: “There is no existing language to express the feelings and work to be done … If the action is new so must the words that express it come through as new” (Algarín and Piñero 1974: 15). The activism of the 1960s demands a new way of describing human experience and, accordingly, the poet has an important function within society: “The newness needs words, words never heard before or used before. The poet has to invent a new language, a new tradition of communication” (1974: 9). The collection seeks to document this new language and reveal its sources in the barrio rather than in literary institutions, since “Nuyorican talk … is street rooted” (1974: 16). The anthology’s selections thus reflect the priority of “newness,” focusing on contemporary Nuyorican poetry, and rejects institutionalized authority by focusing on orality and the ghetto as sources of inspiration.

      The contrast between the 1970s anthologies in terms of organization demonstrates the structural models that will dominate the formation of a US Latino/a canon in the decades to come. Mexican American Authors opens with a corrido, alluding to literature’s indebtedness to oral history and, like Nuyorican Poetry, is predominantly comprised of contemporary writing from the 1960s and 1970s. By contrast, Aztlan is structured to draw a connection between the contemporary 1960s generation and the Pre-Columbian past, mainly via Aztec culture. Privileging either a contemporary generation of writers or drawing links between that present and a particular past remain the dominant modes of anthologizing Latino/a writing until the late 1990s, when a more conservative and traditional historical arrangement emerges.

      These 1970s collections also set the stage for the counter-canon of Chicana feminist and queer writing anthologized in the 1980s. The paucity of women writers in the early anthologies is striking: Aztlan and El Espejo include only two contributions by women, Chicano Voices only three women out of 37 entries, and Voices of Aztlan (Harth and Baldwin 1974) only one of 36. The rationale often offered for this absence is that there were “still too few” women writers (Cárdenas de Dwyer 1975: viii), but a more likely explanation can be found in the masculinism of 1960s politics that often guided the editorial selection of writers. In Valdez’s introduction to Aztlan, he imagines only male poets who can “speak for Man” (Valdez and Steiner 1971: xiii) and certainly, Nuyorican Poetry also imagines the poet as masculine: “The poet sees his function as troubadour. He tells the tale of the streets to the streets” (Algarín and Piñero 1974: 11). The 1980s would bring an enormous wellspring of women’s writing, partly in response to machismo, and partly due to new institutional resources that provided more space for women’s voices to enter the canon. These anthologies of women’s writing would also be one of the first places for a nascent challenge to the nationalist canon and the articulation of a pan-Latino/a alternative.

    

    
      Hispanic and women of color anthologies in the 1980s

      While Latino/a literature began to be anthologized in ethnic-specific collections during the 1970s, some of the earliest pan-Latino/a projects also arise in this period with the support of academic publishing. The Revista Chicano-Riqueña began publishing in 1972 under the editorship of Nicolás Kanellos, who also established Arte Público Press in 1979. Kanellos thus helped create a foothold for pan-Latino/a literature in academic publishing during the 1970s and 1980s, and his own trajectory – born and raised in New York City, founder of Revista Chicano-Riqueña in Indiana and then editor of Arte Público Press in Texas – allowed him to go beyond the geographical segmentation that separated the earliest anthologies. The inter-ethnic collaborations made possible by academic publishing ventures laid the foundation for the publication of three pan-Latino/a anthologies from 1980 to 1982. A Decade of Hispanic Literature (Kanellos 1982) is the product of the Revista Chicano-Riqueña, commemorating the journal’s tenth anniversary. Also from this period is Hispanics in the United States (Keller and Jiménez 1980; 1982), published by Bilingual Press/ Editorial Bilingüe. Collecting writing under the category “Hispanic” – first used by the US Census in 1970 – these anthologies stand as a testament to the importance of academic publishers in generating inter-ethnic dialogue.

      Women’s studies is another site of early contributions to a pan-Latino/a canon. The seminal text, This Bridge Called My Back, was published in 1981 by Persephone Books and, due to the success of the first edition, republished in 1983 by Women of Color Press. While Bridge was not the first collection of multiethnic women’s writing – The Third Woman (Fisher 1980) includes Chicana writing alongside that of Native American, African-American and Asian-American authors – Bridge was the first to compare writing by Chicanas, Puerto Ricans, and Cuban-Americans. The concluding sections of Bridge even offer an alternative to the opening table of contents, including thematic heading “Latina Writers.” Of the collections published in the early 1980s, Bridge most explicitly connects itself to the 1960s discourse of the 1970s anthologies. The original foreword provocatively declares its goal to “make revolution irresistible” (Moraga and Anzaldúa 1983: vii). The thematic table of contents contains further parallels, with the section “The Roots of Our Radicalism” evoking the origins emphasis of Aztlan and the “Speaking in Tongues” section calling to mind Nuyorican Poetry’s objective of creating new languages.

      However, the institutional home of women’s studies was by no means a comfortable one for Latina feminist projects. The anthology’s shift in publisher embodies the tensions that Latina feminists and other women of color felt in their relationships to white feminist institutions (Rebolledo 2005: 17–22). These challenges to feminist solidarity appear concurrently with a post-1960s moment in which 1960s political and aesthetic definitions of literary work become troubled. Moraga’s gloomy foreword to the second edition of Bridge expresses disillusionment in the power of political writing:


      
        The political writer, then, is the ultimate optimist, believing people are capable of change and using words as one way to try and penetrate the privatism of our lives … At the time of this writing, however, I am feeling more discouraged than optimistic. The dream of a unified Third World feminist movement in this country as we conceived of it when we first embarked on this book, seemed more possible somehow, because as of yet, less tried.

        (Moraga and Anzaldúa 1983: iii)

      

      
The newness and political power of Bridge’s first edition seems tempered by what Moraga has witnessed by 1983, whether “the [US] training of troops in Honduras to overthrow Nicaragua’s people’s government,” South African apartheid, or the US invasion of Grenada (1983: ii). Moraga’s solution to the conceptual and material inability of 1960s politics to address the “world on fire,” is to call for a more international approach, placing women of color in the United States within a larger context (1983: ii). This foreword explains Moraga’s decision to anthologize US Latina authors alongside Latin American women writers in Cuentos (Gómez et al 1983), which anticipates the editorial work of Magill, Augenbraum, and Stavans.

      Anzaldúa’s companion foreword to Bridge’s second edition reads as a motivational speech meant to provide an alternative to Moraga’s pessimism. But the introduction to Making Face, Making Soul/Haciendo Caras (1990) finds Anzaldúa expressing similar concerns regarding the viability of a multiethnic feminist coalition as well as the dangers in becoming part of the feminist literary canon. In Making Face, Anzaldúa explains that she hesitated to embark on another anthology project because she was “waiting for someone to compile a book that would continue where This Bridge Called My Back left off” (Anzaldúa 1990: xvi). What motivated her to finally do the work herself was not an idealistic desire to continue with literary activism, but a frustration and dissatisfaction with the effects of Bridge, whose canonization had led to complacency:


      
        I got tired of hearing students say that Bridge was required in two or three of their women’s studies courses; tired of being a resource for teachers and students who asked me what texts by women of color they should read or teach and where they could get those writings. I had grown frustrated that the same few women-of-color were asked to read or lecture in universities and classrooms, or to submit work to anthologies.

        (Anzaldúa 1990: xvi)

      

      
Anzaldúa predicts what is to come in Latino/a canon formation, or perhaps was the case all along: despite the counter- or anti-canon aims of their editors, literary collections were silencing alternate Latino/a literary canons (Rebolledo 2005: 38). This tokenism, Anzaldúa explains, “was stymieing our literary/political movement” by overworking “the same half dozen mujeres” (1990: xvi–xvii). If Making Face stands as a corrective to Bridge, the major shift between the two anthologies is from a selection of contemporary writers to a more broadly historical collection in terms of content, including 1970s writers such as Bernice Zamora or even earlier figures such as Julia de Burgos. Anzaldúa’s work on her second collection therefore represents the move towards contextualization in the anthologies of the early 1990s.

    

    
      Consolidating and questioning the canon: Anthologies of the 1990s and 2000s

      During the early 1990s, new efforts to historically contextualize Latino/a writing emerge, evoking the generational and comparative historical structure of the 1970s Aztlan. A noteworthy example is Decade II (Olivares and Vigil-Piñón 1993), which compiles work published in Revista Chicano-Riqueña and Americas Review from 1983 to 1992. Another contextual move placing different generations of writers alongside each other can be found in Rebolledo and Rivero’s Infinite Divisions (1993). The original plan of these editors was to develop a history of Chicana literature beginning with the 1960s, undertaking an archival-driven venture. Researching the New Mexico Federal Writer’s Project as well as publications by Arte Público, Bilingual Review, and Third Woman Press, the editors “unearthed more and more early writers” and “the frontiers of its early history began to expand backward in time until we were in the early 1880s” (Rebolledo and Rivero 1993: xx). In addition to including some of these earlier “foremothers,” the introduction also demarcates the “Chicano Renaissance (in the early sixties and seventies)” as its own cohesive tradition (1993: xxi). The editors point out a genre shift, noting that the Renaissance was dominated by poetry and that contemporary writing tends towards narrative. This shift can be corroborated by looking at how Arte Público’s Decade II reverses the order of the genre sections in their previous A Decade of Hispanic Literature, foregrounding prose ahead of poetry. The other major new contextualization to surface in this period is the inclusion of other ethnic groups, such as Dominican-Americans, who become included in pan-ethnic anthologies such as Latinos in English (Augenbraum 1992), Masterpieces of Latino Literature (Magill 1994) and Latina (Castillo-Speed 1995), or Central American Latinos/as, included in Currents from the Dancing River (González 1994) and New World (Stavans 1997).

      The support these anthologies acknowledge shows the gradual acceptance of Latino/a literature by mainstream institutions. Best New Chicano Literature (Palley 1986) credits literary contests held at UC Irvine; anthologies such as Chicana Creativity and Criticism (Herrera-Sobek and Viramontes 1988) resulted from academic conferences; federal agencies such as the NEH and private corporations such as Apple provided grants for Infinite Divisions and Hispanic, Female, and Young (Tashlik 1993). By 1995, it becomes possible for the introduction to Latina to say “Latina literature is not new” but “widely anthologized” (Castillo-Speed 1995: 17). The integration of Latino/a writing into the mainstream canon, albeit in a limited form, as well as what had by the mid-1990s become a proliferation of Chicano/a, Hispanic, and Latino/a anthologies, prompts a new counter-canon impulse, one that critiques the Latino/a literary canon produced by the 1980s and early 1990s.

      Two of the most active anthologizers of the late 1990s and 2000s are Harold Augenbraum and Ilan Stavans. Augenbraum and Olmos’s The Latino Reader (1997) represents the culmination of previous efforts to provide a broader historical trajectory for Latino/a literature in order to challenge the American literary canon. The organization of the collection is historical, opening with colonial “Encounters,” while also including José Martí and María Amparo Ruiz de Burton as “Prelude” to the “Latino United States” which spans from the 1920s until 1993. Stavans’s Norton Anthology of Latino Literature (2010) expands upon this structure by pairing a historical trajectory with thematic headings: “Colonization” (1537–1810), “Annexation” (1811–98), “Acculturation” (1899–1945), “Upheaval” (1946–79), “Into the Mainstream” (1980-present), and finally “Popular Dimensions” (which includes popular culture and music). The teleology behind this thematic structure defines the 1960s as a state of “upheaval” that only momentarily disrupts the assimilation of Latino/a writing into the mainstream. The Norton’s historical trajectory seems consistent with the politically conservative interpretation of Latino/a canon formation elaborated in Stavans’s works of criticism (Machado Sáez 2009).

      Even as Augenbraum and Stavans spearhead some of the most historically minded anthologies of this period, they also articulate the anti-canon anxiety that permeates even traditionally minded canon building. In New World (1997), Stavans asserts that the canonization of Latino/a writers has led them to become “too cozy, too comfortable” (1997: 5). The rationale for this anthology is to challenge the Latino/a literary establishment by introducing new perspectives of more contemporary writers. Almost a decade later, Augenbraum and Stavans repeat these claims in their introduction to the jointly edited Lengua Fresca (2006), making a distinction between “the old guard” and the “next wave” with a “post-Latino consciousness” (Augenbraum and Stavans 2006: xiii). The counter-canon goal of introducing another set of newer voices with “fresh language” (2006: xxi) not only evokes the logic behind New World and even Nuyorican Poetry, but also becomes aligned with an anti-canon challenge to literariness. Emphasizing orality and popular culture, Augenbraum and Stavans decide to not focus “exclusively on traditional forms of literature” (2006: xvi) because it was “the earlier generation [who] seemed to be interested in creating high culture,” whereas “now we seem to have entered the domination of popular culture throughout the United States” (2006: xviii). But as our historical review of the 1970s Chicano and Nuyorican anthologies shows, the impulse towards the popular is not new. Nevertheless, the editorial work of Augenbraum and Stavans reveals that valorizing “newness” relies on an ahistorical rendering of “older” forms of Latino/a writing. Both New World and Lengua Fresca therefore follow a thematic organization rather than a historical one.

      Augenbraum and Stavans are not the only editors whose collections reinforce the ever-evolving newness of Latino/a writing. Latino Boom (Christie and González 2005) features writing since 1985 by Rudolfo Anaya, Ana Castillo, Achy Obejas, and others, but draws no relationship to earlier US Latino/a writing: the post-1960s Boom is credited not to the Civil Rights or feminist movements but to the “explosion of South American literary works in the 1970s and 1980s” (Christie and González 2005: xiii-xiv). This alternative genealogy leads to an erasure of US-based predecessors, pointing back to Gabriel García Márquez as setting the stage for Sandra Cisneros and Oscar Hijuelos. The impetus toward a hemispheric canon that fuses Latin American and US Latino/a writers thus leads to disavowal of the 1960s as a context and the progressive politics that inspired such an intellectual project. Nevertheless, this hemispheric view also displays the counter-canonical impulse of the 1960s anthologies: if there is a constant within the Latino/a canon, it is the principle of destabilization. Even Latino Boom closes by positing a counter-canon to its own thematic organization, closing with a section entitled, “Beyond Worlds: Beyond the Boom.”

    

    
      Contemporary criticism and the challenge to the Latino/a canon

      Latino/a literary criticism has been caught up in these same debates about canonization. Bruce-Novoa remarks that “there was an ironic sense of worth associated with being outside the canon, almost a feeling of purity” provided by viewing Latino/a literature as a challenge to “the exclusionary ethnocentricism implied by The Canon” (Bruce-Novoa 1986: 119). A history of omission from American, Latin American and women’s studies canons, combined with the increasing visibility of Latino/a literature during the 1980s and 1990s, brought with it an anxiety about the politics informing the Latino/a canon. Lima suggests that the 1980s Culture Wars, during which ethnic studies programs were asked (and continue to be asked) to justify their academic existence, might also have prompted this turn inwards (Lima 2007: 95). The concern that the Latino/a counter-canon itself reflects the inequities of canon-making has energized challenges that have shaped Latino/a studies since the 1990s. Critics viewing the counter-canon as too focused on contemporary literature engage in archival research; critics seeing the counter-canon as masculinist or hetero-normative inspire advances in gender and sexuality studies; critics considering literature itself an elitist practice move into cultural studies.

      The counter-canon that developed beginning in the 1970s often saw Latino/a writing as a new entity, bursting into existence with the social movements of that era. But as Kanellos explains, this view can lead to a troubling presentness: “most scholars have limited the study and teaching of Chicano, Puerto Rican, and Cuban literatures in the United States to works published in the last forty years, furthering the impression that U.S. Hispanic literature is new, young, and exclusively related to the immigrant experience” (Kanellos 2002a: 1). The Recovering the Hispanic Literary Heritage of the United States project, established in 1992, has been the most concerted and influential institution in this archival effort. The series has republished dozens of early works, ranging from fiction by nineteenth-century Mexican-American writer María Amparo Ruiz de Burton to the 1858 El laúd del desterrado, which collects poetry by Cuban exiles in New York and New Orleans. A number of critics have supplemented these republications with their own archival work on early Latino/a writing. Lazo (2005) focuses on the filibustero Cubans collected in El laúd along with the periodicals that these writers founded and contributed to during the 1850s. Gruesz (2001) writes about some of the same Cuban writers, as well as a number of early Mexican and Mexican-American participants in nineteenth-century US print culture. Sánchez González’s Boricua Literature (2001), meanwhile, expands the counter-canon of US-based Puerto Rican writers, adding Luisa Capetillo and Pura Belpré to a list of better-known writers including Arturo Alfonso Schomburg, Piri Thomas, and Judith Ortiz Cofer.

      New work on gender and sexuality shows a similar interest in revisiting earlier moments that the emerging counter-canon threatens to forget. Anzaldúa and Keating’s anthology, this bridge we call home (2002), is geared towards understanding the legacy of This Bridge Called My Back while incorporating new voices, such as those of white feminist critics, women and men. Additionally, Emma Pérez (1999) and Rebolledo (2005) offer feminist revisionist histories of 1960s movements and academic projects in the new millennium. Critics such as Lara-Bonilla (2010) point to feminist texts from the 1980s as a lost generation between the 1960s and the 1990s. La Fountain-Stokes (2009a), meanwhile, traces the evolution of queer diasporic identity from the 1960s to the present, while acknowledging his debt to Chicana Third World feminism and critics such as Negrón-Muntaner. Queer studies critics such as Muñoz (1999) and Cruz-Malavé (2007) are also turning to cultural studies as a way of including voices otherwise omitted from a solely literary canon.

      While archival research and gender studies seek to expand the existing canon, cultural studies has arisen as a challenge to the literary canon itself. Paredes (1958) pioneered this approach, of taking dichos and corridos as seriously as high cultural forms such as novels and published poetry. He explains that “while in Mexico the Mexican may well seek lo mexicano in art, literature, philosophy, or history – as well as in folklore – the Mexican American would do well to seek his identity in folklore” (Paredes 1982: 1). Studying these sorts of popular forms became no longer the sole domain of anthropologists or ethnomusicologists, with literary scholars, such as Leal (1995), McKenna (1997), Saldívar (2006), and others, continuing Paredes’s work on the corrido as a literary form. The inclusion of the corrido in the most recent editions of the Norton Anthology of American Literature shows how influential this challenge to an exclusively literary canon has been. Critics known for influencing the canon of US-based Puerto Rican literature such as Flores and Sánchez González have similarly moved away from examination of literary texts and towards music (Dalleo and Machado Sáez 2007: 29–32). While Flores’s first essay collection (1993) contains extensive discussions of literature, his second (2000) focuses primarily on popular culture. When literature is discussed, it is “lower-case literature” that is opposed to “canon-forming literature” (2000: 184) and its “assimilationist proclivities” (2000: 183). Sánchez González’s Boricua Literature (2001) follows five chapters on literary texts with a lament that contemporary literature has become “inescapably affianced to brutal institutional partners” (2001a: 188), leading her to ask “what is left to read?” (2001a: 160). Her answer is salsa, to which she devotes her final chapter. Cultural studies, like archival research and gender studies, thus continues to extend the critique of canon formation that we have seen initiated in some of the earliest anthologies of Latino/a writing.

    

    
      Future directions in canon formation

      Two key forces have consistently acted on the development of the Latino/a literary canon from the 1970s until the present. First is a prioritizing of “newness” in selecting what material to publish. Second is a counter-canon impulse, motivating editors to choose writers not represented in prior anthologies. These forces result in new voices tending to become the only voices in the canonization of Latino/a literatures. In other words, the frequently stated goal of supplementing prior canons ultimately translates into supplanting them. More emphasis on the archive and on popular culture may lead to a more open canon, but could as easily lead to a substitution of these texts in the place of others. The contradictory impulses of contextualization (recuperating writers who have been ignored by previous canons) and contemporaneity (discovering emerging new writers) lie behind the constant flux of the Latino/a canon.

      Research on canon formation yields interesting insights into the development of the field and allows for a more historical perspective on the configuration of the Latino/a canon. Many new avenues for research in this process remain. Caminero-Santangelo’s On Latinidad (2007) asks us to think about how ethnic traditions within the pan-Latino/a canon are in dialogue with one another: so how have critics from Chicano, Nuyorican, Cuban-American, or Dominican-American studies engaged each other’s canons? How can syllabi and course catalogs serve as spaces where a more historical progression of canon formation can be traced? How or why do the 1980s function as a transitional moment within the development of a Latino/a literary canon? What do we make of critical shifts in terms of which genres are prior-itized in the teaching or anthologizing of Latino/a literature? Can new instruments of analysis, such as Moretti’s (2007) “distant reading,” help us analyze the popularity of certain authors within different temporal canons? Does the Norton Anthology of Latino Literature signal the end of the constant replacement of one canon with another? Or will the supplanting of prior generations of canons continue?
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      I take the Chicana and Chicano literary canon as historically defined, as the representative authors, works, and themes of periods as the literary tradition moves forward in time. The literary canon also means the re-evaluation of works from a prior period. The Chicano Movement of the 1960s produced literature, art forms, that gained visibility concurrent with labor, social, and civil rights struggles. It was at its inception a youth movement, post-World War II baby-boomers who became the first wave of Mexican-American university students. In rapid succession, literary works published by ethnic presses and the establishment of institutional units throughout the West and Southwest made this literature and its study possible. And here the emergence of a reading public is the defining element. Like no other time before in Mexican-American history, the 1960s produced a readership composed of students, professors, and literary critics.

    

    
      El Teatro Campesino

      By all accounts, the Chicano Movement began in California with César Chávez’s United Farm Workers (UFW) Union strike on September 16, 1965. The shout of “Huelga!” reached the university campuses in California that, by the early 1960s, had a small student population of Mexican-identified students supporting the Cuban Revolution and the emerging Civil Rights and anti-Vietnam War movements.

      Luis Valdez, a former farmworker from Delano, CA, had been active on the San Jose State campus pursuing an MA degree in drama and had already produced a play, “The Shrunken Head of Pancho Villa.” Valdez with other students wrote to support the farmworkers’ strike in Delano. In 1965, Valdez and students, calling themselves El Teatro Campesino, created the first one-act skits, actos, supporting the strike. Teatro Campesino was the first artistic success of the Chicano Movement and Valdez was the first to receive the attention of the US media and the critical community. Valdez had traveled to Cuba in 1965 as a member of the Venceremos Brigade just prior to joining the Chávez group. The Venceremos Brigade had released a statement in solidarity with the Cuban Revolution: the struggle in Latin America was similar to the struggle of Mexicans within the United States.

      The actos produced from 1965 through 1970 defined the Chicano Movement as it developed under the nationalist ideology of Aztlán. Aztlán was the mythical home-land of the Aztecs from where they journeyed south to the Valley of Mexico. According to Chicano activists, Aztlán was located in the US Southwest. Aztlán, the Southwest, became the Chicano homeland. Teatro Campesino took the lead in forming Teatro Nacional de Aztlán (TENAZ), an organization of teatros that would draw sustenance from the barrio and speak out on issues pertinent to the Chicano community. Las Dos Caras del Patroncito (1965), first performed at the site of struggle in the fields, expressed the ideals of the Chávez union: a fair wage and improvement in labor camp conditions. In 1967, Teatro Campesino presented Los Vendidos for the Brown Berets in Elysian Park in Los Angeles. The acto was a warning that the Chicano Movement could be coopted from outside, from the dominant society, and also from within, from a few individuals claiming to be Chicanos but who were more interested in personal gains. In a Mexican curio shop, Honest Sancho, a former Mexican farmworker contractor is selling “monos,” dummies, images from the past – campesino/farmworker, the Latin lover/revolucionario, the juvenile delinquent/Johnny pachuco. These male images from the past used by the dominant culture as stereotypes are contrasted with the present, the shop owner gaining from these images and “la Vendida” Miss Jimenez who works for California Governor Ronald Reagan’s administration. Miss Jimenez is a “sell-out,” an assimilated English speaker. She is also a reference to La Malinche, the mythical indigenous woman who betrayed Indian Mexico to the Spanish conqueror Hernán Cortés. The acto ends with the dummies transforming into people, Chicanos performing roles, and scaring away Miss Jimenez. The dummies, who scream Chicano slogans, gain from their “selling out” and decide to have a party later that evening. Though written in 1967, the acto also presented the Mexican-American Eric Garcia, a 1971 model, who is the character who shouts Chicano slogans. Less than a call for action, the acto asked Chicanos to consider issues of identity by recalling past images in relation to the forthcoming 1970s decade. This acto should be considered one of the first Chicano works for its centering on where the Movement could be in 1971, what identity issues would be solved in order to unite the diverse members of the wider Mexican-American community? By the beginning of the 1970s, the influence of the Movement reached out beyond the university campus to Mexican-American communities. As with the larger US society, it was the anti-Vietnam War movement that unified most Mexican-Americans. For the Chicano Moratorium in Fresno, CA, in 1971, Teatro Campesino produced Soldado Razo, the last acto. Teatro Campesino had come to the end of its initial activist phase, developing themes from local to international struggles. Mexican culture’s attitude toward death in the form of ballads, “El Corrido del Soldado Raso,” and Day of the Dead celebrations served as the background for soldado razo (spelled with a “z” for raza; a soldado raso in Spanish means a soldier of the lowest rank) Johnny’s inevitable death in Vietnam. Teatro Campesino introduced a new character from Bertolt Brecht’s epic theater, La Muerte, who served as the omniscient narrator, both involving and distancing the audience from the events of the acto. The acto is situated in 1965, at the beginning of the Movement, showing the death of a farmworker-soldier from California’s Central Valley who before dying tells/writes his mother of war atrocities committed by US soldiers. Johnny was not a Chicano activist, but he does present reasons for ending the Vietnam War. By 1971, US war atrocities were well known, the My Lai massacre had occurred in 1968, the cover-up of the massacre was acknowledged in the media in 1969, and Second Lieutenant William Calley was convicted March 29, 1971, just before the April 3 presentation of Soldado Razo.

      Teatro Campesino was one of the major exponents of Chicano art in the 1960s. This theater troupe drew from issues involving Mexican-American communities, influenced by the San Francisco Mime Troupe, Mexican popular tent theater traditions, Brecht’s political theater, and Latin American teatro movements associated with political causes. Teatro Campesino should be understood within the larger 1960s movements that begin in the Americas with the Cuban Revolution. Teatro Campesino is still active in 2011, producing plays in the United States and Mexico.

    

    
      The Quinto Sol Generation and beyond

      Chicano literature as print culture with an emergent readership began in 1971. In that year, three publications appeared. The UCLA Chicano Studies Center, founded in 1969, published Alurista’s collection of poetry Floricanto en Aztlán; Luis Valdez and El Teatro Campesino published Actos; and Quinto Sol Publications of Berkeley, CA, founded in 1967, published Tomás Rivera’s … y no se lo tragó la tierra. The three important genres of literature, and certainly the first two, the oral performance genres of poetry and theater, which dominated the 1960s decade, appeared in print. Alurista was the poet with the most visibility. He drew inspiration from Meso-American indigenous traditions and English/black slang. Teatro Campesino, which circulated in manuscript form now, made available its actos to a wider reading public. It was Quinto Sol, the first Chicano publisher, that would dominate the 1970s decade. Quinto Sol had begun publishing El Grito: A Journal of Mexican American Thought in 1967. Quinto Sol was led by UC Berkeley professor Octavio I. Romano and graduate student Nick C. Vaca, joined later by literature professor Herminio Ríos who edited literary manuscripts. The first Quinto Sol Prize for novels was announced in 1970. In successive years, Quinto Sol awarded its prize to Tomás Rivera, Rudolfo Anaya, Rolando Hinojosa, and Estela Portillo Trambley. The first three writers formed what has come to be known as the Quinto Sol Generation.

      Of the manuscripts received in 1970, first place was awarded to … y no se lo tragó la tierra by Texan Tomás Rivera. With the publication of 5,000 copies of this novel in 1971, no one could doubt the beginning of Chicano literature. Written in northern Mexican Spanish, tierra chronicles the lives of Winter Garden area Texas farmworkers in the 1940s and 1950s. It is important to emphasize that this was the first presentation of Mexican campesino workers in the United States by a group insider – Rivera had been a farmworker.

      Written in literary realism, tierra had a documentary value. In Rivera, we find the lives of Mexican immigrants in the US after the Mexican Revolution of 1910 in raw, almost black and white, photographic depictions of labor camps and labor fields in south Texas. Drawing from Mexican Juan Rulfo’s Spanish oral style, tierra was a Mexican novel that crossed borders across América Mexicana, a historical oral record from early twentieth-century Mexican migration to the US to the Korean War (1950–3), which included Mexican-American soldiers.

      Bless Me, Ultima, the second book to receive the Quinto Sol Prize, was a breakthrough in New Mexican writing. New Mexico is a region that has enjoyed its own literary traditions both in Spanish and in English. It is also a land that has lived its cultural and racial contradictions between Old Spain and Nueva España, Old Mexico and La Nueva México. Prior to the Chicano Movement, it was the goal of many New Mexican scholars and writers to assert the presence of Spain, essentially a whitewashing of the centuries-old Mexican mestizo cultures that had spread from northern Mexico, from Zacatecas, beginning in the sixteenth century. It was as if the United States had become Spain. Early New Mexican Hispana writers such as Nina Otero Warren in Old Spain in Our Southwest (1936) and Cleofas Martínez Jaramillo in Romance of a Little Village Girl (1955) verified their Spanish heritage through white skin, language, customs, folk traditions; they were not “greasers,” not Mexicans who were in the majority. Indeed, the Territory of New Mexico did not become a state until 1912 because, as recent Chicano/a scholars assert, it was too Mexican to be admitted to the union. Anaya follows in the New Mexican romance tradition emphasizing the language (although written in English, characters “speak” Spanish), customs, folk rituals, and the awe-inspiring landscape. But Bless Me, Ultima marked a radical departure with regards to its mestizo characters, especially its women characters. The central character Antonio Márez y Luna is a dark-skinned child who prays to the Mexican Virgen of Guadalupe. Indeed, the indigenous-colored Virgen de Guadalupe is one of the central figures in the book. For the earlier Hispanos, it was la Virgen de los Remedios, the Spanish conquistadora, to whom they prayed and whose image is still housed in Santa Fe’s Saint Francis Cathedral. Anaya also invents two other women who form a triad with Guadalupe. They are María Luna, Antonio’s mother, and the folk-healer, the curandera Ultima. All three women are dark and symbolize New Mexico’s relationship to indigenous Mexico. This woman of color will be the central figure in the 1980s, as Chicana fiction and feminism emerge within and against white feminism in the United States. Chicanas will search for their dark mothers, for La Virgen de Guadalupe, La Malinche, La Llorona, or reach out to Third World women. That group of women is already here adumbrated in Anaya’s Bless Me, Ultima.

      Like Anaya, Rolando Hinojosa is a writer who spans the entire Chicano literary tradition, from the 1973 Estampas del valle, winner of the third Quinto Sol Prize, to his most recent We Happy Few (2006). Hinojosa is a product of the literate landed elite of south Texas, a descendant of the settlers that established la Provincia de Nuevo Santander in 1748–9. Since Estampas del valle, Hinojosa has been writing the Cronicón del Condado de Belken/The Klail City Death Trip Series. Hinojosa is one of the few Chicano writers equally adept in Spanish and in English. His series now comprises 11 books in different genres – sketches, chronicle, comedy, epistolary novel, poetry, soldier’s diary, and detective fiction. His Partners in Crime (1985) was the first detective novel in Chicano literature. Hinojosa’s early works proved frustrating for readers. His history of Mexican south Texas, the Rio Grande Valley, is fragmented with a non-linear emplotment. This is a developing history, always inconclusive, from Mexican ranching culture in the nineteenth century to the twenty-first century. One character will become central to the changing fortunes of the Mexican community of Belken County, Texas, Rafa/Rafe Buenrostro, who is a descendant of the founding Rio Grande Valley families. Narrator Rafe records the Mexican past while listening to the old-timers tell their stories. This is a history after the period of armed conflict between Anglo and Mexican, where conqueror and conquered live side-by-side. Living in this world of white supremacy is heroic in itself. Resistance comes in many forms. Hinojosa’s Generaciones y semblanzas received the prestigious Cuban Casa de las Américas Prize for Novel in 1976. Hinojosa’s Spanish-language fiction is clearly within Latin American literature of the 1960s and 1970s.

      Chicano attorney and political activist Oscar “Zeta” Acosta produced two satires of the California urban scene, The Autobiography of a Brown Buffalo (1972) and The Revolt of the Cockroach People (1973). Both were first published by Straight Arrow Books, the publishing arm of Rolling Stone magazine, which had emerged as the voice of the rock generation in Oakland, CA, in 1967. Rolling Stone participated in the underground musical culture of the 1960s along with underground FM radio and underground presses, which included the ethnic presses. Acosta had published portions of Brown Buffalo in the East LA Con Safos Chicano magazine. Acosta too should be included along with members of the new journalism, such as Truman Capote, Norman Mailer, and Acosta’s road-buddy Hunter S. Thompson. Thompson had written for Rolling Stone, “Strange Rumblings in Aztlán” on the death of Los Angeles Times journalist Rubén Salazar in 1971. Shortly after arriving in Los Angeles, Thompson and Acosta embarked on their now famous trip to Las Vegas, which became the well-known example of gonzo journalism, Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas (1971). Acosta’s books are chronicles of his own emergence as a Chicano out of the racism and white supremacy of 1940s California and Acosta’s political and legal maneuvering during the most violent years of the Chicano Movement in Los Angeles. Acosta should also be credited as a writer of gonzo journalism.

      The Road to Tamazunchale, which author Ron Arias describes as a fable, was published in 1975. It arrived with much fanfare from critics as the novel exploited the literary strategies of Latin American magical realism. Indeed, Arias as a young man had traveled widely through Latin America, enrolled in a course in medieval literature with Jorge Luis Borges in Buenos Aires in 1962, joined the Peace Corps in Peru when the Sendero Luminoso emerged as a guerrilla force, and, while working for the Caracas Daily Herald in 1969, read Gabriel García Márquez’s classic Cien años de soledad (1967) in Spanish soon after it was published. Drawing on European literary myths, Doctor Faustus and Don Quijote, Arias invents an ageing Mexican-American don Fausto Tejada who is dying in Los Angeles. Arias’s book is one of the first to examine the sometimes unfriendly relationship between Mexicans and Mexican-Americans. Arias invents a Mexican-American community in miniature to read against an interesting array of imaginary characters all existing within the mind of a dying man, who is himself escaping the usual negative elements of death – pain, suffering, repentance – replacing them with a Mexican Day of the Dead celebration emphasizing the social and cultural landscape of Mexican-American Los Angeles. Predating current Chicano/a literature on real and metaphorical borders, Arias has fun with the real Tijuana-San Diego border, having Mexicans disguised as drunken US sailors crossing into the US. And in the dry Los Angeles River, a border between death and life, in summer heat a drowned mojado is discovered by the Mexican-American community. In death, the mojado brings together the Mexican-American community. Arias is asking his readers to consider, “how do we relate to the plight of Mexicans who cross the border into the United States?”

      Bernice Zamora’s early Chicano Movement poetry appeared in 1976 in Restless Serpents. Zamora stands out against early poetry because she is a woman and because her writing was not inspired by Mexican history such as in Rodolfo Gonzáles with his 1967 epic poem “Yo soy Joaquín,” or by code-switching, the combination of Spanish and English words and phrases taken from the Mexican-American vernacular, favored by José Montoya in his 1969 “El Louie.” Zamora is a poet of brief forms with a sparse, measured language, at times colloquially inspired but for the most part, her poetry is not orally inspired. Her language is not of direct statement, but allusive and ambiguous. Zamora is one of the early feminist writers of the movement. Her poetry also rehearses all the issues of the Chicano Movement. But in Zamora much of Mexican or male-centered history is absent. The only male that she pays homage to in her poetry is César Chávez; she has a poem about and dedicated to him. She is also quite different from her present feminist contemporaries, who are invoking Mexican female images such as Malinche and Guadalupe. These images do not appear in her first period or in the 30 poems added to the 1994 edition of her work Releasing Serpents. Zamora is a writer of female resistance as good as the most recent women writers. In “Pueblo, 1950,” “Bearded Lady,” “Gata Poem,” “Sonnet Freely Adapted,” “El Burrito Café,” and “Situation,” readers can follow a feminist narrative from early childhood, to acceptance of feminine sexuality as a source for creativity, to equality with men.

    

    
      The rise of Chicana literature and solidarity fiction

      Early in the 1980s, Chicana feminists, also identifying as Latinas, began to seek solidarity with Third World women based on storytelling and the testimonio tradition. From the 1970s on, the civil wars in Central America produced a testimonio tradition from those involved in movements. Chicanas Cherríe Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa coedited This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color (1981), translated as Esta puente mi espalda: Voces de mujeres tercermundistas en los Estados Unidos (1988). Bridge was a product of grassroots organizing that brought together Chicana, Latina, African-American, Asian-American, and Native American women to combat racism, sexism, classism, and homophobia. In the foreword to the second edition of Bridge, Moraga wrote that in a changing political climate, Bridge could be read in an international context as a response to the wars in Central America, the US invasion of Grenada, the political repression in Chile, the assassination of Aquino in the Philippines, and apartheid in South Africa and in the United States as a response to the conservative groundswell during the early years of the Reagan Revolution (Moraga and Anzaldúa 1983).

      Central American characters were included in Chicana literature for the first time in Helena María Viramontes’s “The Cariboo Cafe” (Viramontes 1985: 59–75). In the early 1980s while living in Canada and reading more truthful accounts of US intervention in Nicaragua, Viramontes wrote a short story in which the reader pieces together a fragmented tale of a Nicaraguan woman refugee on the streets of downtown Los Angeles. The reader becomes aware that Immigration and LAPD raids are related to US intervention in Nicaragua and in Vietnam. Viramontes published her story in 1985 (in The Moths and Other Stories), two years before the Iran-Contra Affair hearings in Congress, when US citizens began to understand the full extent of US involvement in Central America. Viramontes is a native of Los Angeles, the city that in 1979 became the first in the United States to declare itself a Sanctuary city, offering protection to Central American refugees.

      Cherríe Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa continued in the 1980s with their respective autobiographies, Loving in the War Years/Lo Que Nunca Pasó Por Sus Labios (Moraga 1983) and Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza (Anzaldúa 1987). Moraga’s Loving was the first major lesbian statement after the Chicano Movement. There were writers and professors who were gay and lesbian, but no one had written a statement concerning their sexuality. Moraga’s Loving is a product of the 1980s, when feminist political groups within the Chicano Movement began to take positions. Loving is about social, political, and sexual positions. Moraga chooses her racialized sexuality as the crucial factor in her life. It took courage to “come out,” especially during the groundswell of the conservative movement during the Reagan Revolution.

      Both Moraga and Anzaldúa invoke the Mexican woman of color. Drawing on Mexican feminist Rosario Castellanos, Moraga re-imagines the first Mexican mother, the indigenous Malinalli/Marina/Malinche, as the victimized woman, not the woman who betrayed Mexico. Moraga reads her own life as Malinche’s betrayal, exile, return. At the end of the essay “A Long Line of Vendidas,” we find Moraga open and passive on her back, but active and political asserting her lesbian and Chicana identity in touch with her feelings and her lesbian lover. Anzaldúa returns to Aztec myth, to the mother goddess, the dark goddess Coatlicue, and utilizes her as the state of difference, of alternative identities, and heightened consciousness.

      In 2002, literary critic Norma Alarcón’s Third Woman Press published an expanded and revised third edition. In that same year, Anzaldúa with AnaLouise Keating published this bridge we call home: Radical Visions for Transformation, a 608-page volume with 80 contributors on the influence of the first Bridge throughout the world. It is amazing, the spread of the first Bridge, and also amazing the diversity of subjectivities that were included in the second Bridge book. The first Bridge was a product of grassroots organizing in the testimonio tradition. The second Bridge is transcultural, transnational, and transgendered, a product of globalization.

      New Mexican Demetria Martínez’s Mother Tongue (1994) belongs to the tradition of Chicana solidarity fiction begun by Moraga and Anzaldúa in 1981. Martínez participated in the faith-based Sanctuary Movement in the United States. And, although not directly involved in bringing Salvadoran refugees to the US, she was tried by the US government in 1987 for arranging for two Salvadoran women to enter the United States illegally. Her trial was based on a poem she had written, “Nativity: For Two Salvadoran Women, 1986–87.” She was acquitted of the charges based on First Amendment rights.

      Beginning in touristy Old Town Albuquerque and ending in San Salvador, Mother Tongue participates in the Central American testimonial novel of the post-war period. It draws on the personal archive of a young Mexican-American woman who has lost her cultural moorings. Mary does not speak Spanish and, although Catholic, is a New Age Latina invoking Eastern mysticism. Mary/María recounts events in the summer of 1982 though the present telling of the novel is 2002, 20 years later. Peace in El Salvador came in 1991. The novel is told by both a young 19-year-old Mary of 1982 and the almost-40 mother of 2002. Mary falls in love at first sight with José Luis, a Salvadoran refugee. Through Mary, Martínez is exploring, satirizing how we in some imperialist way incorporate (identifying, naming) Latin American/Central American otherness into our world. Through Mary’s English we come to know Spanish-speaker José Luis. What ensues is a love story told from hindsight, 20 years later. It is a love story of coming to terms with personal and social traumas told by mother María to her son José Luis. Through its characters, the novel participates in the Central American diaspora in the United States, which is Central American, US Central American, and in some ways Mexican-American given the social and political interaction among these groups.

      It is important to note the revitalization of Chicano/a literature through women’s writing in the two decades at the end of the twentieth century, taking the literature into new contact areas with other Latino/a groups in the United States and in Latin America. Other notable writers that emerged in the late 1970s and 1980s include: Gary Soto, Lucha Corpi, Denise Chávez, Ana Castillo, and José Antonio Burciaga.

    

    
      Gay writing

      The exploration of sexualities in the 1980s also included gay writing. Richard Rodríguez’s Hunger of Memory (1982) received a positive response from mainstream critics because of Rodríguez’s conservative stance against minority identities, bilingual education, affirmative action, and ethnic studies. Rodríguez wrote as a middle-class American male in the closet. He was not yet an ethnic writer nor was he out as gay until Days of Obligation (1993). Other notable gay writers include Stanford professor Arturo Islas, known for his three border novels, especially The Rain God (1984); and attorney Michael Nava, author of seven detective novels featuring gay criminal defense attorney Henry Ríos. Nava ended the series with Rag and Bone (2001). In this section we must pay homage to John Rechy, an internationally acclaimed novelist and essayist who always identified as Mexican-American and supported the Chicano Movement. His 1958 “El Paso del Norte” that appeared in The Evergreen Review is an autobiographical sketch essay of his adolescence on the El Paso-Ciudad Juárez border. His ground-breaking novel of street hustling, City of Night (1963), featured Mexican-American Johnny Rio from El Paso. In 1991, Rechy published his “Chicano” novel, The Miraculous Day of Amalia Gómez, a day in the life of a working-class Mexican-American (not Chicana) woman who relocates from the barrio of El Paso to central city Los Angeles.

    

    
      Looking back, looking forward

      Scholar Américo Paredes was a pivotal figure for Mexican-American studies with his 1956 doctoral dissertation, published in 1958 as With His Pistol in His Hand: A Border Ballad and Its Hero. In the 1980s, a new Paredes emerged with interpretations of his work by scholars influenced by cultural studies. Paredes’s view of Mexican culture across North America, from Chicago to Mexico City in his folklore studies, what he termed Greater Mexico, has become central to international Mexican studies, to the North American Mexican cultural diaspora. In 2011, Paredes is as timely and relevant as he was in 1958 especially through his recently published creative work written from adolescence in the 1930s to the mid-1950s: novels George Washington Gómez (1990), The Shadow (1998); short story collection The Hammon and the Beans; and poetry Between Two Worlds (1991). Many of the themes dealt with in Paredes’s scholarly and creative work rehearse the entire Chicano/a canonical tradition: racial and cultural strife, the Mexican immigrant, solidarity with Central America, the Mexican-American soldier, and the border as a place of linguistic, cultural, and military conflict.

      Sandra Cisneros’s The House on Mango Street (1984) was a major event in Chicano/a literature, the first novel by a woman writer published by Arte Público Press. Since Mango Street, Cisneros has written Woman Hollering Creek (1991) and Caramelo (2002). Like Paredes before her, Cisneros’s works of fiction cover the transnational Mexican cultural diaspora from Chicago to Mexico City through the Texas-Mexico border. The international bestseller Mango Street is set in Latino Chicago in the late 1960s. The stories of Woman Hollering Creek, situated in the late 1980s, cross the Texas-Mexican border, from Tepeyac in Mexico City, to the village of Anenecuilco de Zapata in Morelos, to Monclova, Coahuila, to San Antonio, Austin, and Seguin, Texas. These are the landscapes to which Cisneros will bring familiar Mexican tales and figures for scrutiny – Tonantzin, Guadalupe, Zapata, the Mexican Revolution, La Llorona, telenovelas, ¡Alarma! magazines, and kitsch Mexican calendars. In Caramelo, Cisneros travels from Chicago to Mexico City. Celaya “Lala” Reyes narrates the life of the Reyes family from the late nineteenth-century Mexico City to the 1970s in Chicago. Celaya describes in rich detail the Mexico of the mid-twentieth century and the changed Mexico City to which she returns years later. In Mexico, Celaya discovers that the dark, caramel candy-colored servant Candelaria is her father’s daughter. The Mexico south of the border is, in a sense, Mexican-American Cisneros’s sister, and our cultural relation.

      In 2011, Chicano/a literature was 40 years old. New relations with other literatures and other countries have added to this literature. Once considered a minority literature produced by the culturally disadvantaged, this literature is now central to American literary studies. Mexico is now closer than ever; it is within us. Major US cities – New York, Chicago, Los Angeles – have large Mexican-origin populations. The United States has the second largest Spanish-speaking population in the world after Mexico; this US Spanish-speaking population will be bilingual like the Chicanos/as before them. Literatures of the North American Mexican cultural diaspora will be produced from Los Angeles to New York City. The canon that I have described in this essay will continue to develop in a variety of ways. New pre-Chicano discoveries have emerged such as nineteenth-century novelist María Amparo Ruiz de Burton and 1930s scholar, essayist, and novelist Jovita González. The Recovering the US Hispanic Literary Heritage Project will yield future discoveries.
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BORICUA LITERATURE

    
      Lisa Sánchez González
    

    
      Often called the oldest colony in the western hemisphere, Puerto Rico has been a colony of the United States since 1898, and today more Puerto Ricans reside outside the island of Puerto Rico (primarily on the US mainland) than on it. Boricua literature refers to the writing of this stateside Puerto Rican community.

      Boricua is derived from the Taíno word – Borikén – for the island now called Puerto Rico. It is a popular term of self-affirmation within Puerto Rico’s colonial diaspora; using it to describe the diaspora’s literary tradition represents the acknowledgement that the stateside Puerto Rican community is a distinct constituency in the United States, one that has self-consciously produced its own body of knowledge, based in its own specific assessment of its own unique predicament as a US community of color. Asserting the term “Boricua” (as opposed to Puerto Rican) represents a critical response to the neglect of this body of writing in both US and insular Puerto Rican narratives of national literary canon formation. The term “diaspora” (a community formed by a forced exodus) is also used to underscore the history of colonialism, especially US federal government policies and programs designed to cause large-scale migration from the island to the states. The term likewise underscores the organic ties between the broader African diaspora and this diaspora in the Spanish Caribbean, as well as the processes of racialization that Boricuas have experienced as a distinct US community “of color.”

    

    
      Boricua literary history

      Recent scholarship on Boricua literary history has revealed a rich field of study, one that includes writers at home outside the continental US who write from the diasporic point of view. New archival materials and rare books are constantly being found and analyzed as well. Therefore historicizing this literary tradition is a process that continues to evolve.

      For decades, the assumption in the scholarship was that Boricua literature began as a literature of social protest, emanating from the Civil Rights Movement, especially among the post-1968 Nuyorican poets of New York City. In the introduction to the first known poetry anthology of the Puerto Rican colonial diaspora, Nuyorican Poetry: An Anthology of Puerto Rican Words and Feelings, published in 1974, Miguel Algarín writes of how the language of Nuyorican protest is the visionary language of the poet who “studies Che, Don Pedro Albizu Campos, Mao,” who


      
        sees his function as a troubadour. He tells the tale of the streets to the streets. The people listen. They cry, they laugh, they dance as the troubadour opens up and tunes his voice and moves his pitch and rhythm to the high tension of “bomba” truth. Proclamations of hurt, of anger and hatred. Whirls of high-pitched singing. The voice of the street poet must amplify itself. The poet pierces the crowd with cataracts of clear, clean, precise, concrete words about the liquid, shifting latino [sic] reality around him.

        (Algarín and Piñero 1974: 10–11)

      

      
Often sung or chanted, Nuyorican poetry was conceived and practiced as a performance art that was grounded in the daily struggles within New York City’s Puerto Rican community and integrally bound to the political mobilization of that community. Though Nuyorican poetry is a highly experimental strain of poetry worthy of study as poetry per se, it was never conceived to be art for art’s sake. Instead, Algarín conceptualized poetry as “action” in form and practical function, as a new revolutionary language, composed of English and Spanish blended in the crucible of the struggle for survival:


      
        Language and action are simultaneous realities. Actions create the need for verbal expression. If the action is new so must the words that express it come through as new. Newness in language grows as people do and learn things never done or learned before. The experience of Puerto Ricans on the streets of New York has caused a new language to grow: Nuyorican. Nuyoricans are a special experience in the immigration history of the city of New York. We come to the city as citizens and retain the use of Spanish and include English. The “naturalizing” process for citizenship does not scare the average Nuyorican into learning English. But pressures of getting a job stimulate the need to master a minimal English usage. … The mixture of both languages grows. The interchange between both yields new verbal possibilities, new images to deal with the stresses of living on tar and cement.

        (Algarín and Piñero 1974: 15)

      

      
As geographically specific as this poetry is, it also expresses awareness of the larger, more global dynamics of colonialism, imperialism, and capitalist exploitation. The avant-garde character of the language of Nuyorican poetry is likewise a living oral tradition tied closely to Boricua musical culture, both at root expressions of a unique cultural rhythm and a radical social critique:


      
        There is at the edge of every empire a linguistic explosion that results from the many multilingual tribes that collect around wealth and power. The
Nuyorican is a slave class that trades hours for dollars at the lowest rung of the earning scale. The poems in this anthology document the conditions of survival: many roaches, many busts, many drug poems, many hate poems – many, many poems of complaints. But the complaints are delivered in a new rhythm. It is a bomba rhythm with many changing pitches delivered with a bold stress.

        (Algarín and Piñero 1974: 15)

      

      
The repeated references to “bomba” in this essay (which perhaps should be more properly termed a manifesto), along with references to Ismael Rivera and other important Puerto Rican musicians of the period, stresses the African soundings of Nuyorican poetry, since bomba (as opposed to, say, plena or many other Puerto Rican genres of music and dance) is the genre most closely associated with Afro-Boricua musical performance traditions.

      Despite the huge significance of the Nuyorican poetry movement to Boricua literary history, scholars have unearthed much earlier texts and authors in this literary tradition. Some scholars, such as Juan Flores, consider the expatriate writing of the mid- to late nineteenth century (primarily in New York City) as the first chapter in Boricua literary history. This paradigm includes writers such as Ramón Emeterio Betances (1827–98), Lola Rodríguez de Tió (1843–1924), and Eugenio María de Hostos (1839–1903), all of whom were born into elite families and spent time (although not much) in New York City, either in political exile from Puerto Rico or in efforts to help organize the Puerto Rican independence movement in collaboration with Cuban and Dominican activists. More recent scholarship has countered this historical template, arguing that it makes more sense to consider the writing of the first working-class exiles – many of them also political radicals – as the starting point, since those authors actually migrated stateside, published stateside, and reflected the lived experiences of their overwhelmingly working-class community in their work. This paradigm identifies early twentieth-century writers, such as Luisa Capetillo (1879–1922), Arturo Schomburg (1874–1938), Pura Belpré (1899–1982), and Jesús Colón (1901–74), as the pioneer generation in Boricua literary and cultural intellectual history.

      Whether one chooses to endorse the historical frame that includes the literature of exiled elite Puerto Ricans or the frame that privileges the subaltern experience of this community stateside, plenty of pre-World War II materials are extant, primarily in archives and rare book collections (such as the Library and Archives of the Puerto Rican Diaspora at Hunter College, CUNY, the Schomburg Collection at the NYPL, and the Colección Puertorriqueña at the UPR, Río Piedras). Julio Marzán has also “outed” one of the most important poets in the North American modernist canon, William Carlos Williams, as Boricua, not only by disproving the myth of his Puerto Rican mother’s mysterious French ancestry, but by foregrounding the bilingual and bicultural elements of his poetry (Marzán 1994). Unfortunately, judging by the limited research publication record, there are very few scholars who are working on and with these rare materials. Most Latino literary studies tend to focus on very contemporary authors – 1980 to the present – who are legion.

    

    
      Trends in contemporary Boricua literature

      Today, there are many writers marketed as Latina or Latino authors who contribute (for better or for worse) to our understanding of the Boricua experience. Some of these works are controversial; some respect and others test the generic boundaries that are established in North American letters; and many are attempts to engage in the “coming-of-age” genre that is probably the most common genre in contemporary US “ethnic” literature.

      Among the “coming-of-age” works of the past two decades that have had the most market success are the novels and short stories of authors Judith Ortiz Cofer and Esmeralda Santiago. Cofer’s work centers around her protagonists’ experiences growing up in “El Building” – a fictional construct, biographically linked to the author’s own experiences growing up in an urban New Jersey neighborhood, that represents the conditions of poverty and discrimination that Boricuas face in the continental US. In all of these fictions, the protagonist feels somehow out of place in her own community. Through diligence, hard work and some luck, she manages to escape the cycle of poverty that others in her community cannot seem to transcend. Temporality in these texts tends to be static. The alienated heroine is depicted as a character who is fundamentally different from the characters that surround her, and time for these other (flat) characters is a cyclical projection of hopelessness, while the temporality of the heroine follows an arc of transcendence (of poverty and the dys-functional culture that produces it). This solipsistic logic, and the Horatio Algers (“rags to riches”) plot and characterization that accompanies it, are also evident in the work of Santiago. Both Cofer and Santiago weave into the plotline the coming-of-age of their female protagonists as a process that also involves coming to consciousness as adult women, or sexual maturation, in fairly predictable form. Both have, of late, launched books that attempt to move beyond this formula. Cofer has entered the young adult market with Call Me María (2006), set in New York City, in which the heroine is more or less in the same cultural/class/gendered predicament and transcends that predicament with her exceptional motivation. Santiago has recently published a historical novel, Conquistadora (2011), which has all the trappings of a Harlequin romance, set in colonial Puerto Rico.

      Market motivation is also a salient issue when evaluating the most eccentric publications in the past two decades that have been labeled feminist work in the Puerto Rican diaspora. Rosario Ferré’s The House on the Lagoon (1995), for example, is a beautifully written novel that explores the inner turmoil of an elite Puerto Rican woman who finds her wealthy life of privilege wanting and, much like the protagonists of Cofer and Santiago’s novels, the heroine undergoes a process of self-realization that helps her transcend cultural expectations within a temporally static world. What is most eccentric about this text is the way it was published. Though written in Spanish, in Puerto Rico, and set exclusively in Puerto Rico and dealing with insular Puerto Rican politics, sexism, and racism, the only edition of this novel that has been widely read and celebrated was published in English translation (the Spanish original had what appears to have been a very short print run in 1997). A National Book Award finalist that was reviewed in the New York Times as the literary heir to Gabriel García Márquez’s corpus, The House on the Lagoon has had little discernible reception or audience in Puerto Rico. Inexplicably, the author has been hailed, by the US press, as one of the leading Latina authors (meaning stateside US) and also one of the leading women writers of Latin America (meaning in Latin America) without any substantial acclaim from either Latino/a or Latin American literary critics.

      In similar fashion, Irene Vilar’s A Message from God in the Atomic Age: A Memoir (1996), shortly re-published under the title The Ladies’ Gallery: A Memoir of Family Secrets (in 1998, by Random House, then again in 2009, by Other Books, with a preface that plugs Vilar’s more recent Other Books title), is a text never published in Spanish but critically acclaimed in English translation (by Gregory Rabassa) as a Latina feminist classic. The book is a painful read; painful first for the figure who is the premise of the entire work – Lolita Lebrón (1919–2010), one of the longest held political prisoners in US history (and Vilar’s maternal grandmother) – but painful too because it is the “memoir of family secrets” concerning the mental illness of her granddaughter (with heavy suggestions that her daughter too, the author’s mother, was very ill at the time of her own suicide). Presumably the Puerto Rican nationalist who famously proclaimed she had come (to open fire on the US Congress in 1954) “not to kill, but to die,” created a suicidal legacy for her daughter and granddaughter. Vilar’s “memoir of family secrets” is much less about Lebrón than it is about Vilar. The Ladies’ Gallery has apparently never been published in its original Spanish; it has received little critical attention from either Latin American literary critics or Latina feminist critics. It was also reprinted most recently by a press (whose publisher is a practicing Lacanian psychoanalytical theorist) that has also published a fascinating study of hysteria and colonialism focused on Puerto Rican case studies on the island in the diaspora (Gherovici 2003).

      Among the most contemporary writers who are experimenting with the “coming-of-age” genre in fiction are Dahlma Llanos-Figueroa (2009) and Justin Torres (2011).

      The eccentric strain of Boricua literature also has a more creative and innovative inflection in the work of authors who have received solid critical acclaim but have enjoyed little marketability. Among these authors the finest are Abraham Rodríguez (1992; 1993; 2001), Ed Vega (1985; 2003) and Jack Agüeros (1995, 2002).

      Boricua poetry has always been an understudied field of literary criticism, perhaps because it tends to be by nature ephemeral. The writers most associated with the inception of “Nuyorican” poetry are Pedro Pietri, Sandra María Esteves, Miguel Piñero, Jesús Papoleto Meléndez and Felipe Luciano. Few volumes of their poetry are still extant, though many videos capture their works on YouTube. Among the most contemporary poets who are becoming voices worthy of attention are Caridad De La Luz (“La Bruja”) and Víctor Hernández Cruz.

    

    
      Directions for new research

      There is plenty of room for more scholarship, especially in the area of literary history. Perhaps the greatest need in the field – both for research and teaching – is the publication of rare books, archival materials and classic texts that have gone out of print. Though literary historians have reconstructed an actually existing Boricua literary tradition, the vast majority of these titles are no longer in circulation, and even fewer are available in bilingual editions. Important works like Luisa Capetillo’s Influencias de las ideas modernas (1916), Pura Belpré’s The Tiger and the Rabbit and Other Tales (1946), and Nuyorican Poetry (1974) have been out of print for a very long time. For those who might be interested in the Puerto Rican expatriate writing of the nineteenth century, very little is currently available in print by writers such as Ramón Emeterio Betances and Lola Rodríguez de Tió, and virtually none of that material is available in English translation. The archives of figures such as Arturo Schomburg and Jesús Colón are in safe hands, but very little of their literary output has ever been published. And this is not to mention the volumes of materials by lesser-known Boricuas that languish in archives, attics, file cabinets, and special collections.

      While it may be tempting (and profitable, economically and ideologically speaking) to indulge in passing observations about the kind of crudely wrought identity politics characteristic of some of the most contemporary Boricua authors, whose work (largely in the vein of the flattest form of the bildungsroman) tends to respond more to market than political demands in the continental United States, there is a much larger and much more self-affirming trajectory in this literary tradition that deserves further research. More work needs to be done unearthing Boricua literary history qua literary history. This history of dissent – of writing against the American grain, of writing that reflects social struggle in the diaspora while maintaining the highest aesthetic/ethical standards of literature as an art form – may, by necessity, become a project beyond the bounds of institutionalized ethnic studies. Indeed, the “changing same” of Boricua cultural and intellectual history is the autodidactic tendencies of its brightest figures alongside the iconoclastic nature of their inquiries into the human condition.
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CUBAN-AMERICAN LITERATURE

    
      Ricardo L. Ortíz
    

    
      While the country of Cuba did not emerge into full political sovereignty until the decades following the 1898 settlement of the Spanish-American War, Cuban society had been acquiring a mature national culture since well before the turn of the nineteenth century, and therefore something like a mature process of Cuban/American literary and cultural exchange had been ongoing for a century before Cuba finally became independent. This process of complex and reciprocal exchange means that what we might term “Cuban-American literature” can do more than merely name the literary production of Cuban-descended writers based in the US as they contribute to the American literary and cultural tradition; indeed, for every José Martí (1853–95) or Cristina García who, while born in Cuba, spend most of their active adult writing years in and at least in part writing about the US, there is a Langston Hughes (1902–67) or an Ernest Hemingway (1899–1961) who finds an equivalently compelling set of reasons both to spend considerable time either visiting or even settling on the island and to devote some of their own creative energies to producing a richly diverse American-Cuban literary tradition. Cuba and the United States have therefore loomed large in each other’s collective literary imaginations since at least the early life of the US republic, and the late twentieth-century emergence of a Cuban-exile or Cuban-immigrant literary project can only serve as one particular moment in a much longer, richer history of both collaborative and conflictive, but decidedly mutual, and simultaneous, imaginative literary elaboration.

      In the nineteenth century, much of the US-Cuban literary exchange was both motivated and framed by the interconnected forces of new world geopolitics and the politics of the new world slave trade. From the earliest decades of its existence, the US republic had considered the islands of the Caribbean archipelago as ripe for eventual annexation. The young republic knew, however, to take a cautious approach in this endeavor; the Monroe Doctrine of the early 1820s declared the US’s intentions to play at least active referee to the ongoing process of decolonization and emancipation of other former European colonial holdings in the new world. At the same time, the US paid acute attention to the evolving politics of slavery in neighboring societies as its own political fortunes continued to be shaped significantly by its domestic politics of slavery. Cuba, the largest island in the Caribbean and the largest and most populous Caribbean society, remained a slave-holding economy into the late 1800s and remained a colony of Spain until the very end of the century; the US, therefore, could spend much of that century working in various ways to weaken Spanish domination of its wealthy neighbor, a robust society with many qualities in common with the slave-holding US South, in order to test possible outcomes to Cuba’s very likely eventual independence from Spain. For this reason, the US was happy to host in exile a number of significant Cuban public figures, such as Félix Varela (1788–1853), José María Heredia (1803–39), and most famously José Martí, all of whom were also influential literary artists and cultural figures foundational to what would eventually become the defining Cuban national literary tradition. At the same time, many non-Cuban US-based writers (such as Mary Tyler Peabody Mann, 1806–87) found in the combination of Cuba’s cultural and topographic exoticism on the one hand, and its proximity to and similarity with the US on the other, fodder for an active and robust dynamic of discursive and literary renderings.

      Cuban-American literature in the nineteenth century would, however, come to be dominated by the work of José Martí, the Cuban-born son of Spaniard parents whose education in Havana’s schools in the 1850s and 1860s would shape him into one of the most ardent advocates for Cuba’s cultural distinction and political independence from Spain. Martí would spend years traveling and living away from Cuba, between Spain and various parts of “Spanish” America, before settling for a long, productive, if ambivalent exile in 1880 in New York City, where he would remain for most of the rest of his life. Martí’s discursive output during his exile years in New York would encompass a wide variety of genres. That work would be dominated by his journalism, primarily reporting on significant historical events and composing pieces of detailed cultural commentary about the US for papers circulating in a number of Latin American cities, most of them major capitals like Mexico City, Montevideo and Buenos Aires. In those years, Martí also composed his major poetry, his formal experimentations with which eventually earned him a prominent place in the larger Latin American poetic tradition. Given the linguistic orientation of the audiences to whom he addressed his writing, Martí produced most of it in Spanish, a common practice for many writers of the period who were based in the US but would now be identified as “Latino.” Perhaps justly, Martí’s two most famous compositions remain a piece of verse and a piece of prose. The former is the first of his Versos Sencillos, or Simple Verses (1891), which opens with the lines that later became the verses for the song “Guantanamera,” which by the mid-twentieth century had become the unofficial national anthem of all Cubans everywhere; those most famous lines read: “Yo soy un hombre sincero / De donde crece la palma / Y antes de morirme quiero / Hechar los versos del alma” [I am a sincere man / From where the palm tree grows / And I want, before I die / To cast these verses from my soul]. The latter is “Our America” (also 1891), a political oration later rendered in essay form, and a decidedly literary political manifesto, one of the most influential articulations of the complex hemispheric geopolitical dialectic whose poles Martí in Spanish names “Norte América” and “Nuestra América.”

      Martí’s substantial, prolific oeuvre exceeds, however, the influence of these brief if monumental pieces. His reportorial and critical pieces for the Latin American press comprise one of the most significant bodies of non-fiction prose work in Spanish devoted to life, culture, and politics in the United States; his essays on figures as important to US intellectual and cultural life as Ralph Waldo Emerson and Walt Whitman stand as part of a dense practice of American-Latino public discursive encounter and exchange in the nineteenth century uncovered since the 1990s by scholars such as Kirsten Silva Gruesz and David Luis-Brown. In addition, more reportorial and explicitly political pieces – like his accounts of US commemorations of the death of Karl Marx, or a convention in upstate New York on Native American affairs, or the 1889 inauguration of Benjamin Harrison – all contribute to a fascinating, rare minoritarian and critical rendition of Gilded Age America. Finally, any account of Martí’s contribution to late nineteenth-century US literary culture must include mention of his translation into Spanish of Ramona by Helen Hunt Jackson (1830–85), the 1884 sentimental protest novel about the oppression of California’s native populations. Martí rarely dabbled in narrative fiction, and never traveled to the US West Coast, but his commitment to a vision of social and political justice in all of his América drove him to identify intensely with Jackson’s commensurate vision of justice for indigenous Californians.

      The early decades of the twentieth century, which saw Cuba emerge into full political sovereignty after a period of remaining a colonial holding of the US, were marked by the kind of literary and cultural exchange that brought such prominent US writers as Wallace Stevens (1879–1955), Langston Hughes, and Ernest Hemingway to Cuba, and which in turn gave such Cuban writers as Nicolás Guillén (1902–89) and Alejo Carpentier (1904–80) notoriety in the US. But much of what we might term an early twentieth-century Cuban-American literary project remains to be recovered by scholarship ongoing into the twenty-first century; most of it was likely composed and published in Spanish, and it was also likely very irregularly archived, depending on the community where the work was produced and circulated. What rises more readily to historical memory is a rich, vibrant process of cultural exchange in such areas of cultural work as music, dance, and performance; and this exchange could rise to national (and even international) prominence when it took place between the metropolitan centers of Havana and New York, but it was certainly also taking place in other US cities with significant Cuban populations, such as New Orleans and Tampa. Two Cuban-American literary pieces composed at the turn of the twentieth into the twenty-first centuries contribute something to our literary “knowledge” of this period of Cuban-American cultural life. One is the 2003 play by Nilo Cruz, Anna in the Tropics, which tells the story of a Cuban-American family running a cigar factory in 1920s Tampa; the other is the 1989 novel by Oscar Hijuelos, The Mambo Kings Play Songs of Love, which is set both in Cuba and in the US, but mostly depicts the life of New York City’s Cuban and Caribbean musical club scene in the 1950s. It happens that Hijuelos’s novel was the first by a Latino writer to win the Pulitzer Prize for fiction, and that Cruz’s play was the first by a Latino playwright to win the Pulitzer Prize for drama.

      Everything in the course of what we can call a “Cuban-American” historical experience changed with the 1959 Cuban Revolution on the island, in some ways ironically making possible the emergence of the considerable amount, and the extraordinary quality, of what comprises in the early decades of the twenty-first century the body of post-Revolution Cuban-exile and Cuban-American literature. About a million Cubans left the island seeking political refuge in the US in the course of the 1960s, most of them fully expecting to return to Cuba as soon as Fidel Castro’s Communist Revolution failed; for this reason they considered themselves exiles rather than immigrants, and while the US tried to settle many of these early emigrants across the country, most eventually settled in Miami, Florida, making that city the powerful exile enclave it would become by the end of that decade. While a distinct post-revolutionary Cuban-exile and Cuban-American literary project would take until the 1980s to begin making a mark on the larger US American and American-immigrant literary and cultural scene, from the beginning of the earliest years of the exile presence in Miami, US-based Cubans set about building on the work that especially Cuban musicians, dancers, and other performers had done to define a distinctly and richly Cuban-American cultural practice. By the 1970s such celebrities as Desi Arnaz (1917–86), Pérez Prado (1916–89) and Celia Cruz (1925–2003) were already quite well known both in the US and internationally, and in the course of the 1970s, the exile community produced at least one significant piece of popular cultural work that crossed over past Spanish-language television in the US to reach an admittedly focused national audience: this was US PBS’s fully bilingual situation comedy, ¿Qué Pasa USA?, which was produced for four seasons starting in 1977 and made it to a number of urban markets with large Latino populations. In many ways the roots of a post-Revolution Cuban-American literary voice can be found in the verse work of early exile musical composers, like the writer of the exile anthem “Cuando Salí de Cuba” (written by the Argentine Luis Aguilé, 1936–2009), and in the four-year dramalogue that comprises the life of the historic PBS sitcom created by Luis Santeiro.

      In the early and mid-1980s, one can begin to track the early stirrings of Cuban-exile and Cuban-American literary production in work like the poetry of Carolina Hospital, and the short fiction and novels of writers such as Roberto G. Fernández and Elías Miguel Muñoz. Hospital and Fernández especially were beginning to articulate the Miami-based exile experience, while Muñoz, who was raised in Southern California, used his work in part to provide an alternative to the stereotype that all Cubans in the US lived in Miami, and were exclusively driven by hardline, conservative, anti-Castro politics. The establishment of smaller Cuban-American communities in cities other than Miami, such as New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles, would contribute to the kind of inter-community contact across US Latino cultures that could work against those communities’ regional segmentation, and would lead to a more complex, hybrid Latino cultural formation in the US in the following decades. The evolving political and cultural dynamics of Cuban-American and US Latino life in the decades following the emergence of both a US Latino civil rights movement and a coherent, organized academic field of US Latino Studies have also continued to inform not only Cuban-American literary practice, but also the formation of the specific field of Cuban-American literary and cultural studies. That scholarly field, reflected in much of the work listed below as “suggested reading,” has been driven less by internally divisive conflicts or even debates, and more by a shared set of disciplinary questions and concerns that mostly reflect both the newness and the ambition of the project of Cuban-American studies. These questions and concerns include: marking the historical phases of Cuban-American literary practice, across the relevant centuries and with respect to epochal moments such as the 1898 War and the 1959 Revolution; situating Cuban-American literary practice in the informing contexts of US Latino literature, other minority-, immigrant-, and diasporic-American literatures more generally, as well as “American” literature writ large; understanding Cuban-American literary practices as exceeding and challenging the conventional, canonical literary genres (fiction, drama, poetry) and thus also operating in the spaces of popular, performance, visual, and emerging electronic media; establishing a productive understanding of exile Miami culture’s relationship to the greater diaspora; and delineating the internal complexities and heterogeneities of Cuban-American experience across prevailing dialectical forces of difference such as class, race, gender, sexuality, and ability.

      Cuban-American life in the 1980s was profoundly transformed by two causes. One was the significant collective shift from an “exile” to an “immigrant” mindset among inhabitants of the US-based Cuban diaspora; that shift motivated many to accept the possible permanence of their settlement on US ground, and in turn motivated many of them to declare US citizenship, a move that fundamentally transformed political life in South Florida, but also everywhere else in Cuban America. The other was the arrival in the US in 1979 of more than 100,000 additional Cubans in what came to be called the Mariel Boatlift; that historic purging from island Cuban society of masses of individuals deemed “undesirable” to the Revolution brought to Cuban America significantly larger numbers of Cubans of color, Cubans whose families had been poor before the Revolution, and others whom the Revolution wanted gone: political dissidents, sexual minorities, and persons suffering from various pathologies that the Revolution could not or refused to treat.

      Mariel also brought the outspoken and openly gay novelist, poet, and firebrand Reinaldo Arenas (1943–90) to US shores. Arenas had risen to prominence in 1960s Cuba as a young writer and protégé of such important Cuban writers as the novelist José Lezama Lima (1910–76) and the playwright Virgilio Piñera (1912–79). Arenas, unlike his mentors, insisted very publicly on all his freedoms, but especially sexual and artistic, and this brought him into very close scrutiny, and eventually outright persecution, in succeeding years; he continued to produce a voluminous amount of mostly literary fiction through the 1970s, most of it either confiscated by authorities or smuggled for publication abroad. Arenas spent years in Cuban prisons before his release and eventual move to the US; in the 1980s he entirely rewrote most of his destroyed work, started new literary and artistic projects that more directly reflected his experiences in the US, and agitated quite vocally against both the excesses of the Cuban regime for its repressiveness and the Cuban exile hardliners for their conservatism and intolerance. Arenas’s most “Cuban-American” major literary work is the 1989 novel El Portero [The Doorman], set in New York City in the 1980s and very powerfully focused on the qualities of its main Cuban American character’s alienation from US American life and culture. The eponymous portero/doorman of the title is a young marielito named Juan, who in the course of the narrative discovers he can communicate better with the pets of the privileged residents of the building where he works than he can with the residents themselves, despite their putatively “common” humanity. The novel’s narrative departs as it unfolds from a pointed, realist social critique to a fantastical, global vision of a redemptive new world order liberated by Juan and his benevolent animal friends, one that positions Juan somewhere between Noah, Gulliver, and Doctor Doolittle, and one that conforms to Arenas’s general literary aesthetic of excess of vision as pivotal to any resistance to the repressions of power. Arenas’s alienation from what he saw as the multiple hypocrisies of US/ Cuban/exile society only deepened with his diagnosis and subsequent suffering of the worst effects of AIDS; these he narrated in his other major work written entirely in the US, the memoir Antes que anochezca/Before Night Falls, first published post-humously in Spanish in 1992 (Arenas ended his own life in 1990). The memoir was adapted into a very fine film by the director Julian Schnabel and released in 2000.

      Arenas’s suicide and the subsequent emergence into notoriety that his work experienced in the early 1990s occurred simultaneously with the final, definitive arrival of the Cuban-American literary voice into the US literary and cultural scene. Roberto G. Fernández had spent the 1980s adding English to Spanish as his signature literary languages; his critically acclaimed 1988 novel Raining Backwards set the standard for a bilingual, experimental literary fiction that could get at some of the hardest, as well as some of the most surreal, aspects of Cuban Miami’s exile experience. In 1989, Oscar Hijuelos’s Mambo Kings had won the Pulitzer Prize for fiction; Hijuelos, born in New York City in 1951 to Cuban immigrant parents, is (unlike many of his contemporary peers) not so directly defined by the post-Revolution “exile” experience. His is, ironically, the minority case in Cuban-American letters for being so conventionally “immigrant,” and not defined by the aftermath of the Revolution. His evocation of Cuban and Caribbean New York City’s vibrant musical club scene in the 1950s therefore does the vital work of imagining a US-based Cuban life imaginable outside the frame of the Revolution/Exile dialectic, even as it subtly comments on exactly that struggle’s dominance of Cuban-American life in the following decades. Mambo Kings, even more ambitiously than Raining Backwards, embraces an experimental, postmodern literary aesthetic; it also explores in very complicated ways the macho patriarchal sexual politics of Cuban and Cuban-American life. Another pivotal work to appear in finished form by the early 1990s was The Floating Island Plays, playwright Eduardo Machado’s monumental four-play cycle, which he had been developing since the mid-1980s, and which, in the course of its four constituent pieces, traces the history of a prominent Havana family across the twentieth century from the 1920s (The Modern Ladies of Guanabacoa) to the years around the 1959 Revolution (Fabiola; In the Eye of the Hurricane) to eventual exile in 1970s Los Angeles (Broken Eggs). Machado’s epic is rarely performed in its entirety due to its ambitious scope and its eight-hour running time, but it remains a significant contribution to Cuban-American letters and American theatre by a writer of prodigious talent and ambition. Machado, like Arenas, is openly gay, and like Arenas he devotes his work in part to a very provocative critique of the moral and political hypocrisies of a national culture and sensibility that he nevertheless undeniably loves. The Floating Island Plays appeared in book form in 1991.

      While male writers such as Fernández, Hijuelos, and Machado were busy establishing a Cuban-American literary voice and presence through the 1980s, Cuban-American women writers would assert their own literary vision of the Cuban-American experience in earnest during the 1990s. While a writer such as the multiple Obie Award-winning dramatist María Irene Fornés could make a significant mark on the US national theatrical scene starting with her very successful experimental pieces of the 1960s, she mostly kept explicitly Cuban/American themes out of her work through most of her career; by the 1990s, however, Cuban-American women writers such as the novelists Cristina García, Achy Obejas and Carolina García-Aguilera would begin to produce a significant body of work in both literary and popular fiction that would easily match if not exceed the volume and success of their male compatriot writers. Of these writers, Cristina García has received a significant amount of critical praise and scholarly attention. Her first novel, Dreaming in Cuban, was nominated for a National Book Award in 1992, and in the 20 years after its appearance, García has followed Dreaming with four additional works of literary fiction: The Agüero Sisters (1997), Monkey Hunting (2003), A Handbook to Luck (2007) and The Lady Matador’s Hotel (2010). She also published an intimate verse memoir in 2011 entitled The Lesser Tragedy of Death. Across all of her major literary work, García has explored the Cuban-American experience in its full complexity and diversity, with a strong but not exclusive focus on the experiences of Cuban and Cuban-American women, as well as (especially in Monkey Hunting) Cubans of color. The same can be said for the work of Achy Obejas, who has written one collection of short fiction and three novels across the 1990s and the first decade of the twenty-first century. Like García, Obejas’s work has enjoyed critical success and earned serious scholarly attention; her explorations, especially of the experiences of Cuban-American queer women (Memory Mambo, 1996) and of Cuban Jewish identity (Days of Awe, 2001), have marked her work’s contributions to a full and diverse articulation of all the varieties of Cuban-American life. Carolina García-Aguilera has in the same two decades devoted herself to the more specific exploration of life in Cuban-exile Miami, and through the prism of popular genre fiction, in her case through the “Lupe Solano” series of detective novels. García-Aguilera’s material does the valuable work of complementing the more conventionally literary contributions of García and Obejas; through Lupe Solano’s eyes, readers can see the Miami Cuban world from within, as much in its own ironic, self-knowing terms as audiences saw in the 1970s through ¿Qué Pasa USA?

      The same two decades that saw the appearance of García, Obejas, and García-Aguilera also saw a great deal of notable literary production on the part of a growing population of emerging Cuban-American writers. Fernández, Hijuelos, and Machado all continued to publish important works of fiction and drama, and they were joined on the literary stage by such writers as the novelist and poet Virgil Suárez; the poet, memoirist, and literary critic Gustavo Pérez Firmat; and the poet and art collector Ricardo Pau-Llosa. These writers, like most of the generation of Cuban-American writers emerging into prominence in the two decades after 1990, choose to cast their literary work almost exclusively in English, while many of them either consider Spanish their first language, or are at least as fluent in Spanish as they are in English; many, although not all, also play with bilingual code-switching between Spanish and English in their work, and some have also taken on important projects of translation, like Achy Obejas’s resonant translation into Spanish of Junot Díaz’s 2007 Pulitzer Prize-winning novel The Brief, Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao.

      Two writers whose careers have also spanned the two decades after 1990 together help to measure the success of the Cuban-American literary project of the period. One is the poet, memoirist and medical doctor Rafael Campo, who was born in New Jersey to a Cuban exile father and an Italian-American mother, but whose verse work especially focuses very powerfully on his Cuban-American genealogy. Campo, like Arenas and Obejas and a number of other writers discussed here, is also very openly gay; since 1994’s The Other Man Was Me, his first verse collection, Campo has developed a rich and growing body of literary work, most but not all of it in disciplined, formal, and beautiful verse, and all of it equally devoted to the elaborations of his simultaneous experiences as a Cuban-American gay man, a doctor embracing his profession in the era of HIV and AIDS, and a poet of serious ambition. Since that first collection, Campo continued to produce additional verse collections, as well as a well-received memoir, for the following 15 years; his considerable body of verse work stands as one of the most significant contributions of poetry in English by a Latino poet to the American literary tradition. The other writer is the playwright Nilo Cruz, who was born in Cuba in 1960 and left with his family for Miami a decade later; Cruz began working in theatre in Miami as a young man, eventually making his way to New York City, where he caught the attention of María Irene Fornés, whose support was pivotal to his eventual professional success. Based again in Miami since the early 2000s, Cruz has written a variety of very successful plays, prominent among them Two Sisters and a Piano (1998), A Bicycle Country (1999) and The Beauty of the Father (2006); Cruz’s plays are set in Cuba, the US and even Spain, and are often as interested in questions of gender, sexuality, desire, and aesthetics as they are with themes that more explicitly attach themselves to the cultural and political forces shaping Cuban and Cuban American experience since the early twentieth century. This artistic ambition is no more visible than in his 2003 Pulitzer Prize-winning play, Anna in the Tropics. Anna, set in a Cuban-American cigar factory in 1929 Tampa, tackles questions of tradition and modernity as they confront an immigrant family trying simultaneously to maintain age-old techniques of manual tobacco-rolling and to compete in an increasingly mechanized industry in their new home country; layered onto these questions of material production are corollary concerns over cultural identity, sexual empowerment for women, and the work of the literary imagination in a world increasingly saturated by the logics of profit and commodity. By setting his play in 1929 Tampa, Cruz also explores aspects of the Cuban-American experience that are not directly dominated by the politics of the Revolution/Exile dialectic, although Anna’s themes do offer themselves to be elaborated in that context as well.

      As the first decade of the twenty-first century comes to an end and the second begins, the post-1959 Cuban-American experience is coming to terms with its fiftieth year of existence. Such historical markers as the fall of the Soviet Union in the early 1990s, which left Cuba’s political isolation from the world intact, and the balsero and Elián González episodes that occurred over the next decade, even through the premature news of Fidel Castro’s possible death in 2006, all attest to an ongoing and deepening frustration among Cuban-Americans over the failure of meaningful political change in and for Cuba, a historical failure that regardless does not keep Cuban life in the US from evolving, deepening, and expanding. The Cuban presence in Miami has since the 1960s transformed cultural and political life in South Florida forever, and as Miami itself becomes for this reason more diversely Latino and less exclusively Cuban, outposts of Cuban America can, since the turn into the twenty-first century, be detected not only everywhere across Florida and the American South, but also in the greater US Northeast, Midwest and West Coast. For every Cuban-American writer who, like Roberto Fernández or Carolina García-Aguilera, might still devote his or her work to Cuban Miami’s always vibrant life, there are other writers, such as the Chicagoan Achy Obejas, the Bostonian Rafael Campo and the New Yorker-Angelena Cristina García, who are as devoted to representing the equally vibrant Cuban life in their adopted cities and regions of the United States.

      As many of the Cuban-American writers who came to prominence after 1990 continue to write as of 2012, many indeed finding themselves in the middle of very active, productive careers, a significant number of younger and more recently published writers of note continue to join their ranks. These include the Yale University historian and memoirist Carlos Eire, who has published two autobiographical works, 2003’s Waiting for Snow in Havana and 2010’s Learning to Die in Miami. These texts together tell the story of a Cuban son of privilege and the extraordinarily challenging fate that befell him as a result of his experience in “Operation Pedro Pan,” a post-Revolution airlift of tens of thousands of Cuban children away from their families on the island and into youth camps and foster homes in the US. Many but not all of the Pedro Pan children were reunited either with their parents or other family members eventually, but the trauma of separation damaged many of these children for life, and the memory of that pain drives much of the very lively writing that Eire pours into both texts. Waiting for Snow in particular made a significant impact on the US national literary scene, winning the National Book Award for Non-Fiction in 2003. Operation Pedro Pan also figures prominently in the narrative of Sonia Flew, the 2004 play by Melinda López. López’s play, which premiered in Boston and has since been produced almost as often as Cruz’s Anna across the US, connects the Pedro Pan experience of the 1960s to life in post-9/11 America; it traces the life of a Cuban-American woman, married to a Jewish husband and mother to a grown son who insists on enlisting in the military in order to fight terrorism in Iraq, back in time from the trauma of war in the 2000s to the trauma of Sonia’s separation from her family in 1960s Cuba. Sonia Flew thereby weaves Cuban-American experience fully into the larger fabric of American life following the attacks of 9/11 and the ensuing epoch of geopolitical violence and insecurity.

      Other writers rising to prominence in the early 2000s continue to expand the scope, reach and resonance of the Cuban-American literary voice. Cecilia Rodríguez-Milanés, whose shorter pieces have been anthologized in various collections since the mid-1990s, published a collection of short fiction (Marielitos, Balseros and Other Exiles) in 2009, and a verse collection (Everyday Chica) in 2010. Rodríguez-Milanés, a self-proclaimed Cuban “Jersey Girl,” also spent many years in Miami; perhaps no other Cuban-American writer has more evocatively captured the experiences of working-class Cubans (in pieces such as “Abuelita Marielita”), Cuban-American women and girls from poor families (“Muchacha, After Jamaica”), and Cuban working families in an increasingly diverse Latino America (“Beast of Burden”) than Rodríguez-Milanés. Another writer with a distinct Jersey-Cuban, working-class focus is the Los Angeles-based novelist Eduardo Santiago, whose début work, 2006’s Tomorrow They Will Kiss, follows the lives and entanglements of a group of Cuban exile women co-workers in the same New Jersey doll factory, who spend their free moments discussing the lives of the glamorous characters in their favorite telenovela, and remembering the entanglements they left behind in their Cuban hometown. In addition to Rodríguez-Milanés and Santiago, Cuban-American literature in 2011 could look to a number of additional emerging writers as the basis for a bright, exciting future. These include fiction writers as diverse from one another as Ana Menéndez, Herman (H.G., Hache) Carrillo, Alisa Valdés-Rodriguez, and Johnny Díaz, and poets as diverse in experience and verse aesthetic as Richard Blanco and Vanessa Libertad García; as rich as island-based Cuban national literature has continued to be in spite of the damage that the Castro experiment and the US reaction to it have done to Cuban cultural life, so has a rich, living US-based, Cuban diasporic literature come to claim real ground in the space of an American national literary tradition. What began centuries before as a process of complex and mutual exchange and influence between Cuban and American literatures continues past 2012 as a robust imaginative project, one that draws on the complex, often painful legacies of the past to envision both alternatives to that past, and paths toward a future marked by inevitable, if oft-deferred, change and real, tangible hope.
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DOMINICAN-AMERICAN LITERATURE

    
      Silvio Torres-Saillant
    

    
      Immigrants, exiles, and ethnics

      An outline of Dominican-American literature perhaps should begin by discussing how the body of writings under perusal relates to the literary tradition of the Dominican Republic. The Dominican population in the United States consists of people with various different lengths of stay, social incorporation, and cultural integration in American society. What US scholars and the media term “the Dominican community” includes people born in the United States, often going back several generations, as well as persons who only recently arrived as immigrants. Among the latter, some arrived in the United States young enough to have received their schooling and overall socialization in the host country. These tend to view American society as their cultural frame of reference and civic loyalty, even while their ancestry may remain a factor of their family lives. Some may have arrived in the host country as adults several decades ago but have maintained a perception of the receiving society as a foreign soil. They could hold on to their sense of living abroad even if they never get to materialize their dream of returning home. No less likely are individuals whose family roots in this country go back several generations, to the start of the twentieth century in a number of cases, and who may lack an intimate rapport with their origins. Also, the intermarriage of Dominicans with partners of other ethnicities sometimes creates circumstances that, depending on the dominant ethnic presence in the environment surrounding the family, may lead the children to identify with the ancestry of one of their parents rather than the other. Thus, Ana García Reyes, the Associate Dean of Community Relations at Hostos Community College, CUNY, participates in the public sphere of New York primarily as a Dominican although one of her parents is Puerto Rican. Similarly, Sandra Maria Esteves, whose poetic voice pierced its way vigorously through the mostly male Nuyorican literary movement of the 1970s and continued to shine forth in the subsequent decades, has identified mainly with the ethnicity of her Puerto Rican father rather than that of her Dominican mother. The complex portrait of the Dominican population as it relates to locations of identity inevitably raises the question of what qualifies for inclusion in the body of writings we think of as Dominican-American literature.

      Language also becomes a factor in how one classifies the literary texts of a particular ethnic group. Many in literary circles of the Dominican Republic would frown upon an effort to place the Anglophone writings of Angie Cruz or Nelly Rosario within the country’s national literary history, just as many in the United States would deny the Spanish-language texts of New York-based Dominican poets Juan Rivero or Tomás Rivera Martínez a place of belonging within American literature. This radical monolingualism has serious implications insofar as writers seldom choose the language in which to write. They generally write in the language of their literacy. The scholarship on Dominican-American writing has not yet formulated a cogent articulation of the place of language in the literature under consideration. Literary scholars Daisy Cocco de Filippis and Franklin Gutiérrez, without openly declaring the logic of their narratives, have penned very useful overviews of the literary production of Dominicans in the United States. They focus primarily on immigrant writers while allowing room in their configuration of the corpus for writers born or raised in the US. As a result, their inquiry covers the gamut of linguistic possibilities, the language varying in accordance with the generation to which each writer belongs. The predominant linguistic profiles for these writers break down as follows: English for those born or raised in the US, Spanish for those who left the Dominican Republic already possessing the rudiments of an education in the native tongue, and Spanglish for those who, boasting equal access to both languages, feel compelled to explore the expressive possibilities of the intersection of the native and the acquired tongue.

    

    
      Before the diaspora

      The decision the scholar makes concerning language in an account of the literary production being studied will necessarily influence the chronology of the corpus. Spanish-language writing by Dominicans in the United States has a much longer history than its Anglophone counterpart. It dates back to a period referred to as “before the diaspora,” a term used to cover the nineteenth century to the end of the Trujillo dictatorship (Torres-Saillant 1991; 2000). Gutiérrez has continued shedding light on the early presence of Dominican writing in the United States from 1900 to 1950 as well as to the critical reception of this corpus from 1920 to 1990 (Gutiérrez 2002: 83–99). Similarly, Cocco de Filippis has focused on recovering the legacy of female writers of Dominican descent who left their literary mark in this country in the first half of the twentieth century, such as Jesusa Alfau Galván de Solalinde, Virginia de Peña de Bordas, and Camila Henríquez Ureña, among others (Cocco de Filippis 2000; 2002; 2003). The case of the siblings Jesusa and Felipe Alfau may prove illustrative of the challenges facing literary historians. She wrote in Spanish and valued her Iberian background. He wrote in English, did not display ethnic solidarity, and held reactionary views. They present Cocco de Filippis with an ethnic profile that complicates her mapping of US Dominican letters. The scholar reveals a moral compulsion when she claims Jesusa “as Dominican” but not Jesusa’s brother Felipe, suggesting perhaps an ideological requirement among the factors qualifying writers for inclusion within the community of authors whose works make up Dominican letters (Cocco de Filippis 2003: 47).

      The case of the Alfau siblings presents us also with the possibility of vanished Dominican ancestry. Born in Barcelona, they were the children of Antonio Abad Alfau Baralt and Eugenia Galván Velázquez, two natives of Santo Domingo, the Capital of the Dominican Republic. Their maternal grandfather was the renowned Dominican novelist and statesman Manuel de Jesús Galván, famous as the author of the foundational indigenista novel Enriquillo (1882), which influenced the official definition of Dominican identity. Jesusa and Felipe remained oblivious to things Dominican. A Spanish-language writer, Jesusa penned a novel called Los débiles (1912) with a plot set in Spain and with themes that resonate with the spiritual concerns of Spanish society in the early twentieth century. Married to the Spanish academic Antonio G. Solalinde in 1924, she became a scholar herself, and devoted her energies primarily to the study of visual and textile culture of medieval Spain.

      Unlike his sister, Felipe cultivated English as his literary language. The plot of his first novel, Locos (1936), featuring a medley of uncanny characters, takes place entirely in Madrid. His second novel, Chromos, finished in 1940 and published in 1990, explores the identity problems of Spaniards living in New York. The reader will find no reference whatsoever to Dominicans in his writings. Unfortunately, Dominicans may figure in the grievance he expressed in a 1992 interview with Ilan Stavans about the decay of the United States owing to the increased presence of some minority populations: “I do believe that this country has degenerated in the last three decades because of the influx of citizens from the Caribbean and Hispanic America” (Stavans 1993: 152). Sadly, not only did Alfau show no trace of any surviving awareness of his Dominican origins, but he happened to utter his disparagement of Hispanic and Caribbean immigrants precisely at a time of recurring Dominican-bashing in the New York press. The damning depictions of Dominicans abound, from those of Mike McAlary in the New York Post (1992) to those of Larry Rohter and Clifford Krauss in the New York Times (1998).

      The writings of the Alfau siblings aside, however, the majority of the Dominican literary figures in the United States “before the diaspora” perhaps should count as authors writing “abroad,” individuals for whom the receiving society generally remained a foreign land. They mostly found themselves “away from home,” even when they ended up not returning to their native Dominican land after the Trujillo dictatorship ended. Their writings reflect spiritual distance from their North American soil even while at times setting the plots of their stories in their receiving society, as in the cases of El amor en Nueva York (1920) by Manuel Florentino Cestero, Los cuentos que Nueva York no sabe (1949) by Angel Rafael Lamarche, and Cien días en Nueva York (1925) by Gustavo Bergés Bordas. For the most part, they remained what Nicolás Kanellos would call “immigrant writers,” that is, writing in Spanish and maintaining an exilic state of mind, as opposed to the “native” American writers, meaning those born or socialized in the United States who write primarily in English (Kanellos 2011: 9). Spiritual distance from the host land appears less radically in Pedro Henríquez Ureña, undoubtedly the most prominent of the Dominican writers active in the United States at the time, having earned prestige as an eminent humanist in Mexico and Argentina after completing his university studies in Minnesota. Scholars have increasingly noted aspects of his profile that show him developing something like a diasporic vision (Torres-Saillant 2000; Díaz-Quiñones 2006; Méndez 2011; Rodríguez 2011).

    

    
      The Spanish-language literary scene

      The emergence of a settlement of Dominicans with a sense of self-recognition as an ethnically differentiated group cognizant of its minority status within the US population may be traced to the 1970s. It followed the great exodus that catapulted large flows of population from the Dominican Republic to the United States, eventually producing Dominican ethnic enclaves with a cultural presence in the host country. New York soon became the visible hub of the Dominican population in the Northeast, with neighborhoods such as Washington Heights acquiring a distinctive identification with that population. Cocco de Filippis has noted the role played by the Rácata literary workshops held at Eugenio Maria de Hostos Community College, initially under the stewardship of the Puerto Rican poet Clemente Soto Vélez, in galvanizing a cadre of Dominicans writing primarily in Spanish. Out of Rácata came individuals such as Gutiérrez, who subsequently proceeded to create venues for the benefit of other marginal voices. Himself an author of poetry, fiction, and scholarly essays, Gutiérrez compiled anthologies – Niveles del imán (1983), Espiga del siglo (1984), and Voces del exilio (1986) – edited the journal Alcance, and organized readings.

      Similarly, poet and fiction writer Juan Torres became the driving force behind the literary magazine Revista Punto 7 in addition to founding the Círculo de Escritores Dominicanos en Nueva York, which stimulated much creativity among a select group of his peers. Parallel to the Círculo, other literary enthusiasts created the Colectivo de Escritores Dominicanos en Nueva York, representing a different constituency of writers. Subsequently, a young journalist named José Carvajal, who dabbled in poetry and fiction, edited the short-lived journal Inquietudes and published his acquaintances, further igniting the New York-based Dominican literary scene before moving to Florida, where he created Librusa, a self-styled “international literary news agency,” which publishes books by him and his associates in addition to promoting their activities. Though they showed no discernible ideological or aesthetic characteristics that clearly set the particular groups apart, only a certain affinity or rapport with either conveners determining whether aspiring writers joined one or the other, these initiatives brought together a good many Dominican immigrant writers who otherwise would have lacked a sense of belonging in a literary community. The collective rosters that they ultimately assembled featured members who went on to publish literary works in various genres, including Juan Rivero, Esteban Torres, Diógenes Abreu, Dagoberto López, José Cornielle, Fermín Cruz, José de la Rosa, Emiliano Pérez, Tomás Rivera Martínez, Manuel Marshall, Héctor Rivera, Carlos Rodríguez, Carlos Márquez, and Gerardo Tapia. The appointment in 1988 of a Dominican literary scholar to head the Literature Program of Ollantay Center for the Arts, the dynamic cultural organization founded in Queens, New York, by Cuban playwright Pedro Monge-Rafuls to advocate for Latino creativity in the Northeast, opened an additional forum for Dominicans to showcase their works. In 1991 Ollantay’s Literature Program sponsored the First Conference of Dominican Writers in New York, a momentous gathering that brought to a Manhattan community center most of the active literary figures to discuss their challenges and possibilities.

      The cultural activism of Alexis Gómez Rosa, an award-winning poet in the Dominican Republic who for many years shuttled between his native Santo Domingo and New York City, also created forums that appealed to yet another grouping of Dominican literati, many of whom, by virtue of their greater proximity to literary circles in their homeland, viewed themselves as artistically more accomplished than the “community” writers grouped in the Círculo and the Colectivo. A section dedicated to Dominican poets that Gómez Rosa guest-edited for the Barcelona magazine Zurgai in Fall 1995 gathers poems by Luis Manuel Ledesma, Miguel Aníbal Perdomo, León Felix Batista, Marianela Medrano, Juan Manuel Sepúlveda, and the late Carlos Rodríguez, the majority of whom immigrated in the late 1980s and seemed less identified with the identity stances of many in the New York Dominican population. The likes of Leandro Morales, Rei Berroa, Tomás Modesto Galán, Julio Alvarado, Eloy Alberto Tejera, Medar Serrata, and Norberto James Rawlings earned mention in Gómez Rosa’s critical overview of Dominican poets in the United States. Many women writers, along with a few males, found a welcoming haven in the weekly tertulias (soirées) that Daisy Cocco de Filippis organized in her home in Queens, New York, from 1994 until she left the City University of New York in 2008 to become the President of Naugatuck Valley Community College in Connecticut. The tertulias offered much support to the writings of Yrene Santos, Josefina Báez, Virginia Moore, Miriam Ventura, Juan Matos, Isabel (Rosi) Espinal, Ynoemia Villar, Rosa Sánchez, Annecy Báez, Teonilda Madera, Nelly Rosario, and Maitreyi Villamán Matos, along with Cuban and Puerto Rican allies (Cocco de Filippis 2003: 153).

      At the beginning of the second decade of the twenty-first century, the Dominican literary scene had grown substantially in the United States, expanding geographically from its initial New York core to various other parts of the country, with individual voices often working in isolation from their co-ethnics, as in the case of Néstor E. Rodríguez, a fine poet who wrote his first collection Animal pedestre (2004) while in transit from his graduate student years at Emory University in Atlanta to the beginning of his teaching career at Dickinson College in Carlisle, Pennsylvania. As Dominican society increased its economic dependence on the monetary remittances and other sorts of support coming to the country from the émigré population, the Dominican government has progressively heightened its efforts to connect with Dominicans abroad. A 1994 constitutional amendment made it possible for Dominican nationals outside the country to cast their vote during national elections from their places of residence in addition to enabling those who had naturalized as citizens of other countries to retain their Dominican citizenship. This development affected the literary scene particularly after the creation of the Comisionado Dominicano de Cultura en los Estados Unidos, a Manhattan-based overseas extension of the Dominican Republic’s Ministry of Culture, which has come to replace the role formerly played by individual literati such as Juan Torres and Franklin Gutiérrez and organizations such as the Círculo or the Colectivo. Commanding institutional credibility, a staff, and a budget, the Comisionado has become the most consistent and best-publicized venue for literary readings or book launches, as well as many other cultural events. Through Editora Nacional, the Dominican government’s publishing house, the Comisionado has published the works of several US-based writers in the newly minted series “Colección de Ultramar” [Overseas Series], which has issued books by the award-winning author Dinorah Coronado and the talented fiction writer Kianny N. Antigua, among others. With the rise of the Comisionado, we have seen a waning of the leadership of the individuals and groups that for decades had ignited literary creativity among Spanish-speaking Dominican writers in the United States. Perhaps a positive outcome of the institutionalization by the Dominican government of the literary space of the “community” abroad has been the greater interaction of homeland Dominican writers with their diaspora counterparts insofar as the Comisionado normally sponsors presentations involving both constituencies.

      By now several Spanish-language writers have established their credentials in the native land as well as in the United States. Among them, César Sánchez Beras, a poet and high school teacher based in Lawrence, Massachusetts, has received the Dominican Republic’s most prestigious literary awards for his poetry and children’s stories. The accomplished poet Marianela Medrano counts among her numerous honors the launching of her collection of poems Diosa de la yuca [Cassava goddess] (2011) in January 2012 at the Biblioteca Infantil y Juvenil in Santo Domingo under the auspices of the First Lady of the Dominican Republic. Prior to the current bidirectional rapport among writers “here” and “there,” the Sención affair had occurred. In 1992 the novelist Viriato Sención, a resident of the South Bronx who had formed part of the Círculo, shocked his compatriots back home with Los que falsificaron la firma de Dios, a roman-à-clef that exposes key Dominican politicians of both the Trujillo dictatorship and the pseudo-democratic regime of Joaquín Balaguer. The Círculo offered Sención the necessary backing when his novel angered Balaguer, who recognized himself in the unflattering character of Dr Mario Ramos, the most corrupt figure in the plot. The novel won the 1993 national book award in fiction, but the Minister of Education, whose department oversaw the annual book awards, rescinded the prize. Despite this indictment by the government, Sención weathered the storm thanks also to the backing of the CUNY Dominican Studies Institute that defended him by securing the support of the New York branch of PEN and seeking international solidarity on his behalf. Overall, the controversy helped to make the novel the best-selling literary work registered in contemporary Dominican publishing history. Building on the market success of the book in the native land, the Dominican Institute promoted it the United States, leading to the 1996 publication of an English edition, They Forged the Signature of God, issued by Curbstone Press, translated by Asa Zatz.

      The effort to make the Spanish-language writings of Dominicans in the United States available to Anglophone readers had started prior to the English version of Sención’s novel. Daisy Cocco de Filippis had collaborated with Emma Jane Robinett in the translation and edition of the 1988 bilingual collection Poems of Exile and Other Concerns/Poemas del exilio y otras inquietudes (1988), which included several of the poets closest to the circle of Franklin Gutiérrez, with whom she had started her long and productive collaboration. The publication may be said to announce the particular kind of contribution that Cocco de Filippis would increasingly make to the dissemination of Dominican letters, bringing a feminist perspective to her work as a compiler and a literary critic, attending to writings of the emigrant community even while promoting the works of women from the native land, paying attention to questions of class and racial location in her consideration of texts, and seeking to bridge the gap between English and Spanish through her work as a translator.

      Poems of Exile aims for gender balance in the contents of the volume, and it features texts by Anglophone Dominican-American writer Julia Alvarez, who with the 1984 poetry collection Homecoming had begun to gain visibility in the literary market. The inclusion of Alvarez in Poems of Exile perhaps suggests also a belief in the possibility of Anglophone and Spanish-speaking Dominican writers fruitfully partaking of a common conversation. Cocco de Filippis’s recognition of the need for the texts produced by Dominicans to converse across language difference, while pointing to class, gender, and race as key nodal points in the study of the literary corpus in question, presciently announced the dominant trends of Dominican-American writing afterwards. This is especially so following the 1991 publication of How the García Girls Lost Their Accents, the immigrant novel by Alvarez that became the first English-language literary work by a person of Dominican descent to attain wide recognition in the United States.

    

    
      Coming into English

      The Anglophone literary production of Dominican-Americans – a field dominated by women – teems with concerns regarding gender, race, class, and cultural identity. The family experience that Alvarez evokes in many of her works differs from the better-known profile of the Dominican population in US society, their class extraction and phenotypical whiteness shielding them from much of the racist and ethnocentric animosity that economically disempowered immigrants encounter upon arrival in American society (Halloran 2010). Such autobiographical essays as “An American Childhood in the Dominican Republic” and “My English” convey a clear sense of the key stages in the writer’s early education. Born in New York in 1950 and brought to her parents’ homeland as an infant, the young Alvarez attended the Carol Morgan School, where American diplomats educated their children, spoke English, and generally led an “American childhood” in northern Dominican Republic. A prolific writer, Alvarez has demonstrated a dexterous command of the historical novel. In the Time of the Butterflies (1994) compellingly evokes the courageous Mirabal sisters, and In the Name of Salomé (2000) movingly depicts Salomé Ureña, the nineteenth-century founder of Dominican literature, along with her daughter Camila. The second enlarged edition of Homecoming (1996), published originally in 1984, The Other Side/El Otro Lado (1995), and The Woman I Kept to Myself (2002) figure among Alvarez’s poetic oeuvre. She has published books for children and young adults, in addition to the collection of essays Something to Declare (1998). Her most recent novel, Saving the World (2006), in which, as in The Other Side, the Dominican Republic appears as a heart of darkness, shows the unflattering image of Dominican society and its people that comes out of Alvarez when she steps away from the evocation of history. Given the literary prominence that Alvarez has accrued, she enjoys greater power than any other Dominican voice to give currency to particular renditions of the group’s collective psyche and to disseminate images that readers afflicted by excessive literalism may construe as representative of the human caliber of the group. Her work has elicited a substantial critical bibliography, with articles, study guides, one film adaptation, countless reviews, and the useful book-length overviews by Silvio Sirias (2001) and Kelli Lyon Johnson (2005).

      By the time of Alvarez’s birth, Rhina Polonia Espaillat, who was born in Santo Domingo in 1932 and spent her earliest formative years in La Vega before coming to the United States at age five, had already established herself as a child prodigy on the New York literary scene. While she began publishing in the 1940s and continued writing and circulating her work for the next three decades, Espaillat did not pursue a career as a professional writer until after she finished raising her three sons with her husband Alfred Moskowitz, an industrial arts teacher and sculptor. Following her retirement from her job as a public high school teacher in New York City, she devoted herself to her poetry and to coordinating workshops to enable others to share their creativity. Espaillat earned her spot in the literary community in isolation from any Dominican settlement, preceding also the boom of Latino writers that began in the 1980s, when it became established practice to locate literary artists as voices of their respective ethnic communities.

      At the age of 16, Espaillat became the youngest person ever to have been inducted as a member into the Poetry Society of America, beginning a string of honors that include the Gustav Davidson Memorial Award, the T.S. Eliot Prize for Poetry, the Howard Nemerov Sonnet Award, the 2001 Richard Wilbur Award, and the 2003 Stanzas Prize, as well as her inclusion among 80 writers nationwide invited by the First Lady and the Library of Congress to participate in the National Book Festival held in Washington, DC, in October 2003. By 1992, at age 60, when she published Lapsing to Grace, her first book-length collection, she had already built an impressive literary dossier with the inclusion of her work in various anthologies, numerous journals, and countless magazines. Espaillat’s poetry collections – Where Horizons Go (1998), Rehearsing Absence (2001), Mundo y Palabra/The World and the Word (2001), Rhina P. Espaillat’s Greatest Hits (2003), The Shadow I Dress In (2004), Playing at Stillness (2005), and Her Place in These Designs (2008) – almost invariably include at least one poem in Spanish. She authored all of the Spanish-language texts – whether as original compositions or as translations – in Agua de dos ríos (2006), a bilingual compilation of her writings published under the auspices of the Dominican Republic’s Ministry of Culture.

      Vigorously involved in the task of translation, which she regards as key to her overall oeuvre, Espaillat has rendered much Spanish and Latin American poetry into English as well as US and British poetry into Spanish, having gained recognition for her Spanish versions of poems by Robert Frost. Attentive not only to the needs of poets from the past, Espaillat has produced the fine English versions that accompany the Spanish texts of Trovas del mar [Troves of the Sea] (2002), a bilingual volume of poems by the Lawrence-based Dominican immigrant poet César Sánchez Beras. Though raised and educated in the United States at a time when Dominicans did not have ethnic enclaves, Espaillat has gained meaningful recognition among her compatriots as the 2006 dedication to her of the First Dominican Book Fair in New York indicates. Espaillat’s accomplishments have established her as a first-rate poet, particularly in light of her remarkable command of traditional English prosody that we find in the flawless sonnets, ballads, villanelles, and other metrical poems that make up her oeuvre. Her accomplishments have placed her in a position of prominence in mainstream American poetry as her inclusion in Dana Gioia’s anthology 100 Great Poets of the English Language (2004) indicates. Espaillat also enjoys a rank of unsolicited leadership at the forefront of New Formalism, the movement in American poetry that over the last three decades has sought to disrupt the hegemony of free verse with an eye to bringing about a new formal renaissance that would make poetry relevant to the general public again. Witness the evocative treatment of Espaillat’s writings in an essay written by Alfred Nicol, himself an award-winning poet informed by the teachings of New Formalism (Nicol 2011).

      With the accolades received by Junot Díaz since the 2007 publication of his novel The Brief and Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, a Pulitzer Prize-winning book that, according to the New York Times critic Michiko Kakutani, establishes him “as one of contemporary fiction’s most distinctive and irresistible new voices” (Kakutani 2007) it seems that another Dominican-American writer has gained ascendancy as a considerable force in the core of the country’s literary scene. A story that makes gestures to the tradition of the immigrant family saga while drawing much on science fiction and fantasy literature, the novel hilariously explores linkages between a young, New Jersey-born Dominican male’s failed quest to realize himself carnally and the geopolitics that explain US imperial involvement in Caribbean affairs with the consequent emergence of dysfunctional diasporic family networks. As such, the novel has elicited scholarly scrutiny from various angles, including a focus on the intersection of race and culture (Heredia 2010), a study of the trope of dictatorship (Machado Sáez 2011), and a look at the ideology sustaining the promise of immigration to the United States (Irizarry 2010). Like no other text before it, the novel imaginatively locates the Dominican experience in the core of world history and global destinies. Díaz had already met with unprecedented acclaim in 1996 with the publication of his debut book Drown, a collection of ten interlaced stories that straddle the geographies of Santo Domingo, New Jersey, and the New York City neighborhood of Washington Heights. A PEN/Malamud Award, numerous scholarships, and inclusion in The Best American Short Stories several times figure among his honors, and it appears that with the success of his new book and his position as a professor of creative writing at MIT his prestige as a major figure in American letters will become firmly established. Witness the two-day “Junot Díaz Symposium” that convened dozens of scholars to Standford University on May 18–19, 2012, to engage in a sustained critical consideration of his works from multiple perspectives. A few months prior to the Standford Symposium, Riverhead Books had announced the release of This Is How You Lose Her, a second collection of short fiction, for September 2012. With his reputation already in place as a “serious” literary artist, Diaz is ideally poised to give vent to the other facet of his creative output, the fantasy books that he has held in manuscript form for many years, the first one of which, The Shadow of the Adept, is under contract with Berkley Books in New York.

      To some degree, Dominican-American writers have offered competing and, therefore, complementary images of the immigrant experience of their ethnic group in the United States. The novel Geographies of Home (1999) by Loida Maritza Pérez shows the extent to which old country traumas, poverty, and cycles of oppression do not disappear when people cross the immigration checkpoint into the United States. The novel Soledad (2001) by Angie Cruz explores the extent to which the children of the meek, even in these United States, must address the source of the disempowerment their parents may have endured if they are to aspire to a life of wholeness. Let It Rain Coffee (2005), the second novel by Cruz, searches in Dominican political and economic events of the second half of the twentieth century for the clues to understand the lives of characters who seem fated to a life of dispossession and diasporic uprooting. Nelly Rosario’s novel Song of the Water Saints (2003), more intently than any of her peers looks for the causes of the unsavory plight of her characters, who also end up inhabiting the locus of the Dominican experience in Washington Heights, in a geopolitical history that starts with the 1916 military occupation of the Dominican Republic. Ana-Maurine Lara’s Erzulie’s Skirt (2006) addresses elements of African-descended Dominican spirituality and non-heteronormative sexuality that previous works had only hinted at. By the same token, the collection of short fiction My Daughter’s Eyes and Other Stories (2007) by Annecy Báez draws on the author’s psychological training to examine the technologies that the lowly deploy in their necessary quest to cope with legacies of pain and pervasive trauma.

      The characters that populate the stories contained in the preceding books face obstacles that emanate from their precarious milieus, where they cannot take for granted amenities such as stable and urbane homes, quality schools, clean neighborhoods, language-rich environments, adequate health services, amicable support networks, and downright physical safety. The awareness of their racialization, social impediments, and cultural otherness with respect to a distant and indifferent mainstream is thrust upon them by the ordinary drama of their struggle for material and spiritual survival. Key among their common features is the memory of the Dominican past as a source of clarity and potential strength even while they indict the less democratic and less ecumenical characteristics of the ancestral heritage. Reconnecting with Dominican history seems to be a strategy whereby their characters enhance their ability to cope with the ethnic, racial, sexual, and cultural antipathies they face in the United States.

      The construction of Dominican cultural identity that has thus far gained currency in the literary imagination draws largely from the perspective, the location, the sensibility, and the historical experience of women. Their vision therefore evokes traumas associated with the unequal position of women in society, as reflected in the consequences of out-of-wedlock pregnancy, the lurking menace of rape, the suffocating force of social norms bent on limiting women’s sovereignty over their own bodies, and the resilience of patriarchal regimes both in the Dominican Republic and in the United States. The gender-inflected texture of Dominican-American literature is auspicious particularly in light of the charge of machismo often imputed to Dominican society, where capitalism, the Catholic Church, and other misogynistic institutions still cling fiercely to paradigms of gender exclusion. The fact that in Dominican migration to the United States, women have historically outnumbered men has probably thrust them into an economic reality that has required them to take the lead, especially given the sizable number of female-headed households in the group, a leadership that is arguably reflected in their predominance in Dominican-American literature.

    

    
      The dream of return, the rise of Spanglish

      Dominican-American literature arguably exhibits fewer misogynistic traits than its counterparts in the ancestral homeland as well as other ethnic literary traditions of the United States that lack a predominance of women authors. Worthy of note also is the sympathetic depiction of women in the works of Alan Cambeira, the author of Azúcar!: The Story of Sugar (2001), the first of a trilogy of novels that set out to evoke the dehumanized existence of sugarcane workers of both sexes on Esperanza Dulce plantation, a setting that only thinly disguises the shantytown camps known as bateyes where Haitian migrant and Haitian-Dominican laborers languish in dreadful living conditions as they hire their sweat and their hopes to the sugarcane fields. With his literary attention turned almost exclusively to the Dominican Republic and other Caribbean sites, Cambeira occupies a unique location within Anglophone Dominican-American writers as his work does not engage the US immigrant experience of his people. A native of the city of Samana, he migrated with his family first to Barbados and later to Pennsylvania, where he completed his education through graduate school, spending nearly five decades in the United States. The author of an overview of his country’s history and culture, Quisqueya La Bella: The Dominican Republic in Cultural and Historical Perspective (1997), he has written widely on social issues in Dominican society. Most atypical for Dominicans who have lived so long in the United States and have received their education in this country, in 2005, Cambeira materialized his wish to return to his native land. One could conjecture that the author’s humble origins and his self-awareness as an African-descended Dominican motivated his attraction to the horrors of exploited and devalued sugarcane workers. The constant focus on the study of social injustice in the home country plus his lack of sustained contact with a Dominican ethnic enclave in the United States perhaps explain his harboring the cultural sentiment needed for effectuating his decision to go home again after five decades.

      Dominican-American literature finds in Josefina Báez, a New York-based performance artist, arguably the most engaging statement of the complexity of the group’s cultural and ethnic identity. Her collection of poems and performance texts entitled Dominicanish (2000) launches an exploration of Dominicanness that discards nothing, no matter how seemingly alien, from the contours of the group’s identity. The logic that regulates her all-inclusive demeanor seems to be that any empirical reality that touches Dominicans must necessarily form part of the arsenal of ingredients that goes into what they are. Thus, her experiences collected during travels in southeastern India, namely in Andhra Pradesh, combine smoothly with the urban immigrant education she receives in her daily contact with such inexorable classrooms as the New York City subway system. The main character in Dominicanish came to the Big Apple as a child, and she owes her knowledge of English more to the classics of jazz that she assiduously listened to than to the questionable efficiency of the public schools she attended. Báez essays a highly spirited meditation on her volume Comrade, Bliss Ain’t Play (2008) and undertakes a more ambitious deployment in Levente no. Yolayorkdominicanyork (2011), both volumes appearing under the clsssification of “performance theatre texts.”

      An African-descended native of La Romana, Báez, like Cambeira, has the batey experience in her background. Her work reflects a complex sensibility that combines world knowledge with working-class rootedness, a sort of proletarian cosmopolitanism. All writers discussed here reveal a particular combination of emphases that stem from their class origins, their ethno-racial self-awareness, the chronology of their settlement in the United States, and the impact of family or personal circumstances in accentuating a gender-inflected perspective. To a greater degree than her peers, Báez also exhibits a commitment to exploring the coming together of English and Spanish in the life of her community. She also ventures into a radical prodding of artistic forms that tends compulsively towards stylistic hybridity, aided by her interest in popular culture and the poetry of everyday urban life. Arguably, her particular location biographically, socially, and artistically represents an existential space that combines the concerns of the Dominican immigrants who write in Spanish about their US experience, the Anglophone literary artists who approach the land of origin as a subject of cognitive discovery, and the long-time US residents who failed to achieve belonging in the receiving society, causing them, as in the case of Cambeira, to continue to yearn for the native land after half a century.

      A panoramic view of dominant trends in career paths of Dominican-American writers would suggest that the dream of return to the land of origin will continue to happen rather infrequently and mostly among those who, having received their formative schooling in the Dominican Republic, write their work in Spanish. Even among them, however, some economic turning point will need to occur to enable them to support a life of creativity and artistic pursuits in their native land. Among Anglophone writers who have the chance of a literary market in the United States, the example of Cambeira is likely to remain exceptional even if their texts may enact the idea of a “return” as a way to delve into questions of origin and better to locate themselves in American society as citizens with roots elsewhere. As Dominican migration to the United States is unlikely to abate, and newcomers who have undergone the vital stages of their education prior to their migration will keep arriving, we may count on the uninterrupted existence of a segment of the US Dominican population that, when they venture into literature, will continue to regard Spanish as their literary language. The cultivation of Spanglish as a mode of artistic expression, displayed admirably by Josefina Báez, can be expected to recur on rare occasions, when the writer’s biographical path, social sensibility, and particular experience in the receiving society combine to make it possible. Overall, the field of Dominican-American literature will most likely continue to grow along a two-language track: a Spanish production conversing largely with Dominican and Latin American literatures and an Anglophone corpus generally in conversation with the larger field of American literature. Perhaps the move on the part of mainstream publishers of Latino authors over the last two decades to appeal to a Spanish-language readership by issuing translations of their works – witness the Spanish versions of books by Alvarez, Díaz, Espaillat, Rosario, Cruz, and Pérez now available to Hispanophone Dominican readers – will lead in the near future to a closer conversation among writers across the linguistic divide.
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SOUTH AMERICAN LATINO/A WRITERS IN THE UNITED STATES

    
      Juanita Heredia
    

    
      As Latino/a literature in the United States continues to receive wide critical attention in the second decade of the twenty-first century, it is appropriate to recognize the literary contributions of a wide spectrum of cultural groups south of the US border. Since pioneer Latino/a groups such as Chicanos and Puerto Ricans have struggled to make inroads in highly regarded publishing houses in the United States, it is also important to pay attention to the least-known group of Latino/a authors, South Americans in the United States, for they form a heterogeneous collective whose contribution to American, Latin American and world literary traditions in the twenty-first century can no longer be overlooked. This literary group refers to people of national heritages/origins in a Spanish- or Portuguese-speaking republic south of Central America. By differentiating these authors from Chicano/a, Puerto Rican and Cuban-American ones in terms of immigration patterns, socioeconomic status, and geographic settlements, South American Latino/a literature reveals a different understanding of the hybrid Latino/a identity in the twenty-first century because many authors in this chapter represent transnational migratory experiences between the US and the South American homeland.

      According to Oboler, in “South Americans” (2005), the relationship between each nation in this region and the United States has played a significant role in shaping the mobility, residence, and community formation of South Americans in the United States. For example, Chilean and Peruvian workers whose immigration to find employment in northern California during the Gold Rush of 1849 coincided with the United States’ annexation of one third of Mexico, the present Southwest. Although they may appear like “new” Latinos in the United States, Oboler demonstrates that South Americans have a long history of immigration that is barely known to the public eye. US foreign policy has further helped push various South Americans to consider leaving their homelands to the United States for economic, social, and political reasons throughout the twentieth century. The Good Neighbor Policy during Roosevelt’s presidency in the 1930s and 1940s allowed privileged Latin Americans to immigrate to the United States. In another example, the involvement of the US to overthrow Salvador Allende in 1973 displaced thousands of Chileans and their families as political exiles to the US and other parts of the world. Likewise, dictatorships and violence in Brazil, Colombia, and Peru from the 1970s to the 1990s forced thousands to flee their homelands and settle with their families in the US. Political intervention from north to south has resulted in enclaves and archipelagos of South American individuals and communities throughout the United States, principally in metropolitan centers, which has affected the constantly changing demographics of Latinos in the United States. These Latinos may immigrate as a result of US intervention or for prosperity. As globalization has increased in the twenty-first century, many South Americans have maintained more consistent contact with their national heritages/homeland through frequent travels. Some authors I discuss in this essay have been able to proceed with transnational migrations due to their class privileges, which is not the case for authors of a working-class background in the United States. The ability to travel consistently between the United States and a South American nation definitely informs the narratives, be they novels or memoirs, in this study.

      This chapter will provide an overview of key South American authors in the United States beginning with the decade of the 1990s. The United States witnessed the largest influx of immigrants from all of Latin America, but particularly from South American nations, after 1980 (Espitia 2004: 275). While the aim of this chapter is to cover a diverse array of narratives by South American authors in the United States, it is by no means exhaustive but rather comprehensive. That said, it would be impossible to find a representative author of the diaspora for each of the ten countries – Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Paraguay, Peru, Uruguay, Venezuela – in this South American region. At times, within a single nation such as Colombia or Peru, the authors contrast with one another according to generation, gender, race, and social class factors, which makes for a broader portrait of the “South American” diaspora in the United States. For the sake of consistency, the authors discussed will be those who primarily publish in English because part of their formation and formal education took place in the United States, giving them a dual sense of identity. Because this literary group is beginning recently to be recognized as a collective, they will be presented according to generation within their respective historical and social contexts. In this way, one can appreciate the diversity within each group. Since the majority of the authors in this chapter write in the genre of the narrative, which permits a dialogue with the past through memory, I will focus on this form to find an appropriate balance among a variety of authors who emerge in the 1990s. While South American Latino literature may begin in the twentieth century, it is in the post-2000 period that more authors come into prominence with wider critical acclaim.

      The scholarship on South American writers in the United States does not really exist with such an appellation in a given collection, but rather as case studies, general essays, or chapters in other topical academic works. In “South Americans,” Oboler (2005) presents many authors discussed in this chapter, such as Ariel Dorfman, Marjorie Agosín, Jaime Manrique, and Marie Arana, all of whom may be considered part of a South American diaspora. In A Companion to US Latino Literature (2007), Caulfield and Davis include two chapters dedicated to the works of Argentine and Brazilian writers in the United States who represent experiences in both their respective homelands in South America and the United States, but none write originally in English or are from a dual bicultural perspective. Kathleen de Azevedo’s novel Samba Dreamers (2006) is only mentioned in a note at the end of the Brazilian chapter as the first Brazilian-American novel published in English. However, another chapter in the same collection, “Toward a Jewish Latino Literature,” exemplifies a good overview that includes memoirs by Ariel Dorfman and Marjorie Agosín regarding their multiple identities as a consequence of various genealogical migrations. In the collection The Other Latinos (2008), Falconi and Mazzotti provide case studies such as the chapter, “The Andean Archipelago,” where authors of the Andean diaspora such as Marie Arana and Leo Spitzer are mentioned in passing, but their works are not fully analyzed. Further studies in this collection are dedicated to Brazilian-American literature and cinema, including a brief mention of de Azevedo’s novel. In Transnational Latina Narratives in the Twenty-First Century (2009), Heredia examines Marie Arana’s memoir American Chica (2001) in the transnational context of gender, race, and migration issues. In The Norton Anthology of Latino Literature (2010), the editors under the direction of Ilan Stavans include a wider array of Latino/a authors publishing in the United States, such as Jaime Manrique, Ariel Dorfman, and Daniel Alarcón; yet, important women authors of the South American diaspora who published since 2001 are omitted. Evidently, more critical work needs to be addressed in the analysis of literary works by South American Latino/a writers in the United States.

      In the decade of the 1990s, one notices a generation of South American Latino/a authors such as Marjorie Agosín, Ariel Dorfman, Jaime Manrique, and Leo Spitzer emerge in the literary spotlight. Through the social and historical context of their narratives one can better understand how each author develops a bicultural identity between their respective country of origin/heritage in South America and the United States. These writers have been raised and educated in part in their respective South American nations and, then continued to develop intellectually and socially as adolescents or adults in the United States. Furthermore, these particular authors raise race and religion concerns related to Afro-Latino and Jewish Latino identity in their narratives to highlight the representation of several levels of diasporas through transnational migrations.

      Although Ariel Dorfman is best known for his prolific academic criticism and fiction, his memoir Heading South, Looking North: A Bilingual Journey (1998) best exemplifies his internal struggles in coming to terms with his multifaceted identity across nations, cultures, and languages in a US (north)/South America (south) dialogue. Born in Buenos Aires, Argentina, in 1942, Dorfman lived there until the age of five, when he and his family had to migrate to New York City to live for ten years, then relocated to Chile until adulthood, and eventually, exiled himself to the United States after the fall of socialist president Salvador Allende in 1973. From an early age, Dorfman experiences a dual sense of identity between English and Spanish, the US and Chile, one that enables him to live biculturally. Because of his privileged social status, Dorfman is able to benefit from his experiences in Chile and in the United States by receiving a formal education. It is not until he develops his political views on socialism during the time of Salvador Allende that he finds his life at risk and, thus, must exile himself from his homeland in Chile to seek security in the United States. By chronicling Dorfman’s genealogy from Eastern Europe to South America and the United States, Heading South is as much about global immigration as the formation of an intellectual of the South American diaspora. Although Dorfman decides to make his home in the United States as an adult, he reflects on his past in Chile with a strong sense of nostalgia recognizing that he is a hybrid product of south and north, not quite fully part of each. Similar to other US Latino authors, Dorfman’s memoir demonstrates the cultural politics of speaking English and Spanish, an alienating experience as a bilingual speaker in the US.

      Born in Bethesda, Maryland, the academic, critic, and writer, Marjorie Agosín, is another author who negotiates experiences in being accepted culturally in the United States as well as in Chile, where she spent her formative years. In the trilogy of her memoirs, A Cross and a Star (1995), Always from Somewhere Else (1998), and The Alphabet in My Hands (2000), Agosín chronicles her genealogy from her ancestral homeland in Eastern Europe to Chile and then to the US as her grandparents were the first generation of immigrants in her family to arrive in Chile in the 1920s and 1930s. Agosín further captures the discrimination her parents felt as people of the Jewish diaspora in a predominantly Catholic Chile. When she was ostracized and mistreated at a young age among her peers at school due to her cultural and religious practices, Agosín’s parents decided to educate their daughter at the Hebrew Institute in Santiago, Chile, to acknowledge and remember her Jewish heritage. Through photographs in the narratives, Agosín reflects on what it means to be a Chilean Jewish woman when few Jewish people lived in the Catholic-dominated country. As she recovers her genealogy, Agosín also draws attention to the migratory trajectory of her Jewish identity. She not only represents the pogrom taking place in Eastern Europe in the twentieth century, but she also critiques the Holocaust where she lost family members in Europe during World War II. Because of the family’s ideologies in support of Salvador Allende, Agosín and her family are exiled from Chile and must move to settle in Georgia in the United States in the 1970s. At the age of 17, Agosín learns to reconcile cultural and linguistic differences where her peers this time mock her Spanish accent and Jewish Americans exoticize her as a “Latina” Jewish woman. Thus, Agosín discovers from a young age the internal conflicts of being bicultural and in-between nations, cultures, and languages, making her narratives a significant contribution of the Chilean diaspora in the United States.

      Jaime Manrique was born in Barranquilla, Colombia, in 1949 and migrated with his family as an adolescent to Florida in the 1970s and then eventually to New York City. His Spanish, indigenous, and African mixed heritage have informed his works to complicate the portrait of the Colombia diaspora in the United States. Known as a critic, novelist, poet, and professor, Manrique is a pioneer author of Colombian-American literature, especially in his novels Latin Moon in Manhattan (1992) and Twilight at the Equator (1997). In both works, he represents the formation of a Colombian community in the neighborhood of Jackson Heights, Queens, which holds its largest population in the United States since the 1960s. In Latin Moon in Manhattan, Manrique explores the politics of gender with respect to masculinity and sexual orientation. The protagonist is a gay Latino who is open about his sexual identity despite the traditional values he must confront from Colombians at home and abroad. In Twilight at the Equator, he further raises important issues with respect
to class and race relations that can be traced back to Colombia, where the African heritage plays a role in social acceptance and discrimination. In these works, Manrique reflects on the pressures of being an exemplary Colombian man within a homo-phobic patriarchal society and the acceptance for gay Latinos in the United States. As a gay Colombian of mixed descent, Manrique stands as a significant literary voice for South American Latino/a authors in the United States.

      Hotel Bolivia: The Culture of Memory in a Refuge of Nazism (1998), by academic and historian Leo Spitzer, is another fine example of a narrative of migration that transcends national boundaries, cultures, and languages. Similar to Dorfman and Agosín, Spitzer not only recovers genealogical immigration from Europe to Latin America to escape the Holocaust, but also the family’s settlement in the United States. During World War II, Bolivia was one of the few countries in the world that received Jewish refugees such as members from his family who would have otherwise died in the Holocaust. The displacement of his family from Austria to Bolivia, where Spitzer was born in La Paz in 1940, forms the basis for this narrative of memory and growing up trilingually with German, English, and Spanish. Even though Hotel Bolivia is an academic work documenting archival and field research about Jewish refugees settling in Bolivia in the 1930s and the 1940s, Spitzer also recuperates his childhood in Bolivia until the age of ten when he and his family migrated to the United States. He explains that many Austrians viewed their settlement in Bolivia as a temporary sojourn as if they were staying in a hotel for a brief visit and would later move to countries like the United States where they would be able to feel more at home as if they were in Austria. The United States as a destination provides a different kind of haven for Spitzer’s family because they can find commonalities with other hybrid communities similar to themselves. At the same time, when Spitzer returns to Bolivia as an older adult with his grown sons and wife to conduct interviews with the elderly of his parents’ generation, he notices that some did settle in La Paz and would never imagine returning to Europe. In other words, Bolivia provided them with a sense of home away from the atrocities in Europe for which they will always by grateful, like Spitzer himself.

      In the post-2000 period, a flourishing of narratives by South American origin writers in the United States began to cement this tradition in multifaceted ways. While multiethnic Latino authors such as Ernesto Quiñonez focus on the transformation of a predominantly Puerto Rican/Nuyorican neighborhood in New York City in his novels, Peruvian born Daniel Alarcón recuperates the diasporic experiences of Peruvians in New York City as well as in Lima, Peru, in his fiction.

      Born in Ecuador in 1966, Ernesto Quiñonez was raised by an Ecuadorian father and Puerto Rican mother in Spanish Harlem. In 2000, he made a splashing debut with his critically acclaimed first novel Bodega Dreams, which represents the changing cultural context of El Barrio (Spanish Harlem) in New York City as different generations of Latinos, including an Ecuadorian one, must find ways to take control of their community by creating opportunities that are not given to them. While he pays homage to all the great Nuyorican/Puerto Rican legends in politics and the arts during and after the Great Migration of the 1950s, Quiñonez realizes that education and other institutions must be transformed to incorporate the present and future generations of Latinos/Puerto Ricans in their achievements and struggles. At the same time, Quiñonez demystifies the notion of the American Dream as he displays the contradictions of success and modernity that have affected every ethnic group in New York City that has transformed its circumstances from poverty to social mobility. In his second novel, Chango’s Fire (2004), Quiñonez critiques the abuses of gentrification and Latino displacement within an urban context. He portrays the challenges of working-class Latino neighborhoods such as “SpaHa” (Spanish Harlem) that are undergoing economic and social transformations beginning in the 1990s as a result of the “invasion” of Anglo-American yuppies and other professionals from corporate America and of globalization. Undoubtedly, Quiñonez stands as one of the great authors of the urban South American diaspora who is preoccupied as much with the local as the national.

      Born in Lima, Peru, in 1977, Daniel Alarcón relocated with his parents and two siblings to Birmingham, Alabama, at the age of three. Although he was formally educated in English in the United States (receiving an MFA in creative writing at the Iowa Writers’ Workshop), this bicultural and bilingual author maintains close ties to Peru, which were cemented when he returned to teach and research in Lima under a Fulbright scholarship in 2001. His experiences during this time form the basis and inspiration for developing many characters in his first short fiction collection War by Candlelight (2005), which received wide critical acclaim. Even though most of the stories take place in Lima, Alarcón also represents Peruvian immigrants and US Latinos struggling to survive in a city such as New York in the post-2000 period. In his first novel Lost City Radio (2007), he is preoccupied with migration in the context of civil war and political violence, but this time within an anonymous South American nation as the protagonist migrates from a province to the city. Alarcón’s fiction has been well received in both the United States and in Spanish translation in Peru, which is a significant endeavor for a US Latino who writes originally in English and was criticized for doing so by his Latin American peers. In this respect, Alarcón’s work is important for breaking these national and linguistic boundaries.

      The memoirs and novels by women writers of South American descent in this decade dialogue as much with other US Latina authors as with contemporary Latin American women writers. The narratives by Marie Arana, Kathleen de Azevedo, Leila Cobo, and Patricia Engel in particular show a new direction in which Latina literary discourse can no longer exist within the confines of a single nation, but rather expand with a transnational perspective between South America and the United States that Heredia explored critically in Transnational Latina Narratives (2009). In fact, this South American-US transnationalism has broadened the critical discourse dominated by Chicano, Puerto Rican, and Dominican diasporic scholarship.

      Marie Arana, also the first Latina book editor of The Washington Post, represents her bicultural genealogy originating in Peru, and then migrating with her family to the United States, in her memoir American Chica: Two Worlds, One Childhood (2001). As the daughter of a Peruvian father and an American mother, she illustrates the complexity of Peruvian society in terms of culture, gender, history, and racial politics in comparison to the United States in the 1950s and early 1960s, when Arana settled permanently with her family in New Jersey to become an “American chica.” During the era of the Good Neighbor Policy in the 1940s, her Peruvian father from a middle-class background was able to study engineering at a university in the United States where he met her mother, whom he took back with him to Lima. Arana provides a vivid portrait of the cultural conflicts her parents endured during their years in Lima, where they began to form a family. While Arana may have been the privileged daughter of an engineer in Peru, she becomes a “Latina” in the United States, a difference characterized by her accent and foreignness in mainstream circles, where she must learn how to fend for herself. Interestingly, Arana’s family was the only Latino one in her Summit, New Jersey, neighborhood in the early 1960s. As an adult, Arana returns to her first home and witnesses more Spanish-surnamed students in the school system, thereby noting the demographic changes. Presently, Paterson, New Jersey, holds the largest concentration of Peruvians in the United States. In American Chica, Arana demonstrates a profound understanding of living between two cultures and two languages by coming of age in Peru and in the United States, a literary landmark in US Peruvian letters.

      In her first novel, Samba Dreamers (2006), Kathleen de Azevedo explores the cultural conflicts, struggles, and dreams of Brazilian immigrants and Brazilian-Americans in the transnational migration between the Amazon, Río de Janeiro and metropolitan Los Angeles in temporal shifts between the 1940s, the 1970s, and the present. Born in Río de Janeiro, de Azevedo lived most of her life in the United States, where she learned to negotiate her dual Brazilian-American identity. By constructing Latino/a public figures – a Brazilian starlet reminiscent of the “tropical” Brazilian Carmen Miranda of the 1940s, and a Brazilian immigrant who embodies the Cuban Ricky Ricardo of the 1950s – in Samba Dreamers, Azevedo critiques the reception and perception of Latino/a stereotypes that Hollywood has appropriated and exploited in the American media. As the protagonists come to terms with their identities in the United States as first and second generation Brazilian-Americans, she shows the difficulty of adaptation for Brazilian immigrants and their descendants in the saudade (nostalgia) that they feel for the homeland despite the economic or political factors that forced them to leave in search of better opportunities and personal safety. Having received high critical praise, Samba Dreamers is the first Brazilian-American novel published in English.

      Best known for her journalistic coverage of the Latino/a music scene in the United States, Leila Cobo is also a television show host, a novelist and a professional pianist. Born in Cali, Colombia, Cobo received her formal education in Bogotá, Colombia, as well as universities in the United States. In her transnational novel, Tell Me Something True (2009), she portrays a mother-daughter relationship within the context of Colombia-United States global relations. Similar to the dual heritage protagonist of Arana’s memoir, the Colombian-American protagonist in Cobo’s novel is of bicultural heritage as the daughter of a Colombian mother who was a successful photographer and an American father who is a film producer. While the mother comes from a privileged family in Cali, the father works in the environs of Beverly Hills, California. Although the mother dies in a tragic accident, the protagonist daughter at the age of four maintains close ties to her heritage by returning to her mother’s homeland during the summers to be raised by her maternal grandmother. Cobo further engages critically in the representation of Colombia as a country perceived with violence and drug cartels. Rather than replicate this image in stereotypical fashion, she delves into the complexity of these issues by presenting the globalized context of the situation. In this spellbinding novel, Cobo provides a critical lens into the transnational travels between two distinctive worlds in the United States and Colombia.

      Of the younger generation of writers of Colombian-American literature, Patricia Engel constitutes part of the Colombian literary diaspora who has received critical laurels for her first major literary work Vida (2010). This collection of short fiction was highly praised by Michiko Kakutani in The New York Times. For example, Kakutani finds most memorable “a voice that is immediate, unsentimental and disarmingly direct” (2010). More importantly, Engel provides a transnational perspective in this collection as the protagonists represent both Colombians and Colombian-Americans who migrate between Bogota, Miami, and New Jersey, in search of community, freedom, and respect. She navigates questions of gender, genealogy, immigration, human trafficking, and bicultural identity as the characters seek the American Dream, romance, and contact with cultural roots across national boundaries. In these stories, Engel has constructed a female protagonist of Colombian parentage who does not apologize for her actions nor for the wrong choices she may make. In this striking literary debut, Vida contributes a refreshing perspective on Colombian/US relations on a local as well as global scale into the twenty-first century.

      In all, the South American Latino/a writers in this chapter present another dimension of heterogeneity in Latino/a literary discourse. Many examine the past to learn about the challenges and obstacles in the present to be able to confront the future, be it in South America or in the United States. At the same time, they differ from Chicano/a, Puerto Rican, Cuban-American and Dominican-American authors because they have experienced various levels of transnational migrations that have resulted in diasporas, especially that of Jewish Latino/a authors. Others have been highly influenced by the national literary discourse of their country of origin such as Alarcón. Since South American Latino/a literature is increasingly hemispheric, the canon of US Latino/a literature must also be understood transnationally.
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      Dante Liano, the Central American literary critic based in Italy, begins his essay titled “Centroamérica cultural/literaria: ¿Comarca, región, zona, naciones?” [“Cultural/Literary Central America: Country, Region, Zone, Nations?”] by paraphrasing the US Guatemalan writer Francisco Goldman, who states, “Central America does not exist. I say this because I have been there” (Liano 2008: 51; my translation). In question, for Goldman and Liano, are not the geographic location and material realities of Central America per se, but rather the social, cultural, and imaginary scapes of a region that comprises no less than seven nation-states, each with its own peoples, histories, traditions, and heritages, among other things. How can such a diverse cultural area be spoken of as one unitary entity? Likewise, the US Salvadoran poet Quique Avilés reminds readers that the massive migration of Salvadorans, for example, to particular diasporic sites, such as Washington, DC, has irreversably expanded the cultural field of Central America beyond the isthmus. According to Avilés, in his poem “El Salvador at a Glance,” Washington, DC, has become yet another translocation along the transnational corridor of Central America (Avilés 2003). Through migration, Central America has extended to the West, East, South, Southwest, Midwest, and Mid-Atlantic United States, and beyond to other countries and continents. In another of his poems, “Latinhood,” Avilés further contemplates how, in their migrations, Central Americans are transforming the linguistic, cultural, and ethnic composition of the United States, infusing Spanish, Cakchiquel, Creole, and Nahuatl into English and adding “salvatrucan latin” to the mix of Latinidades (2003). Despite historical attempts to imagine Central America as a geographic region, geopolitical zone, political federation, economic (free trade) area, and cultural unit, Central America, as Avilés, Goldman, and Liano aptly suggest, is an indeterminate social amalgamation extending beyond the seven isthmian countries of Belize, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, Panama, and their diasporizations across the world (Liano 2008: 51). To speak of Central America as a unified sociocultural, political, and economic entity is, at best, an exercise in circular reasoning that should call to question any notions of Central America and Central Americanness.

      Along the same lines, the poet and cultural activist Maya Chinchilla – of mixed US, German, and Guatemalan heritages – poses the conundrum of identifying as Central American from diasporic locations. In her much-cited poem “Central Americanamerican,” she ponders, “Central Americanamerican / does that come with a hyphen? / a space? / Central American / America / América / Las Américas … / Am I a Central / American? / Where is the center of america?” (Chinchilla 1999: 115–16). In these lines, Chinchilla diffracts the construction of Central American identity beyond a geographic notion and along the multiple coordinates of migrations, generations, heritages, languages, ethnicities, races, sexualities, cultures, and discourses magnified in the Central American diasporas. Likewise, in her poem “Solidarity Baby,” Chinchilla reiterates, “I’m just looking for my place / Am I a CENTRAL American? / Sí, pues, soy del epicentro” (Chinchilla 2007), accentuating her multiple subjective locations with the familiar Guatemalan linguistic marker of “si, pues.” The “epicentro” [epicenter] here signifies an imagined, discursive space associated with the tropes of Central America, such as the perennial earthquake, the equator, the volcano, and the center of America, which hold cognitive resonance for a collective of US born and/or raised Central American poets who came of age in the 1990s and whose work is anthologized in Desde el EpiCentro: An Anthology of U.S. Central American Poetry (Chinchilla and Oliva-Alvarado 2007).

      In this chapter, I explore a growing corpus of literature by US Central American diasporic writers and others for whom there is no one image or “anchoring” site to call Central America, but rather many overlapping images, discourses, and tropes of Central America, especially if readers stop to consider that Central Americans have historically migrated from a complex region of seven countries, each with its own diverse histories, heritages, cultures, and languages, among other things. Central Americans, moreover, have been migrating to the US for generations, although a discourse of invisibility linked to US immigration policy, geopolitics, and interventions in the isthmus seems to shroud their growing presence in the United States (Arias 2007). Indeed, Central Americans and their narratives have long captured the imagination of many US Latino/a solidarity and Central American-identified writers, especially in the late twentieth century (see, for example, García 2010; Rodríguez Barron 2008; Culture Clash 2003; Benítez 1997; 2000; Murguía 1990; 1999; Moraga 1995; Martínez 1994; Limón 1993; Fernández 1991; Castillo 1990; Gaspar de Alba et al 1989; Villanueva 1988; Viramontes 1985). US Central American writers such as Tanya María Barrientos, Francisco Goldman, Cristina Henríquez, Sylvia Sellers-García, Héctor Tobar, and Marcos McPeek Villatoro, published to date by New York and university presses, seem to signal the production of a US-based Latino literary sub-canon preoccupied with various themes associated with the Central American region and its diasporic communities such as war, violence, criminality, solidarity, migration, ethnicity, and the construction of identity in the United States. The most prolific to date, Goldman has experimented with multiple genres, including the novel, memoir, true crime fiction, and essay writing, taking up as his subjects the context of the Guatemalan civil war in The Long Night of White Chickens (1992), Central American labor migration in The Ordinary Seaman (1997), the travels of José Martí in Guatemala in The Divine Husband (2004), corruption and impunity in post-war Central America in The Art of Political Murder: Who Killed the Bishop? (2007), and his own personal loss and mourning upon the death of his wife recounted in his memoir, Say Her Name (2011). With the publication of his political thriller, The Tattooed Soldier (1998), Los Angeles-based Guatemalan writer and journalist Héctor Tobar interpolates the story of the Guatemalan diaspora into riot-ravaged Los Angeles in the 1990s. Further, in The Barbarian Nurseries: A Novel (2011), Tobar examines the underside of Angeleno white privilege predicated on the labor of Latino migrants, particularly female domestic workers.

      In his series of detective novels, Home Killings (2004), Minos (2003), A Venom Beneath the Skin (2005), and Blood Daughters (2011), Marcos McPeek Villatoro introduces readers to Romilia Chacón, the first Salvadoran American police detective-turned FBI agent. Born in Atlanta, Georgia, and daughter of the deep global South, Chacón not only solves crimes using her Latina smarts and Salvadoran sensibilities, but also embodies the historical trauma of the Salvadoran civil war. The lasting impact of that war looms large over her family and is manifested in her own physical injuries, increasing alcohol dependency, and her medical condition of Keloidal scaring, which she bears on her skin as her badge of courage and endurance. David Unger’s Life in the Damn Tropics (2004) tells the story of a Guatemalan Jewish family caught in the web of violence, corruption, and intrigue that virtually links every Central American country during the civil wars. In her own right, the US Panamanian writer Cristina Henríquez, in her short story collection Come Together, Fall Apart (2006) and her novel The World in Half (2009), explores the contours of diasporic memory and the search for home(land) in the aftermath of the US occupation of Panama, while Sylvia Sellers-García, in When the Ground Turns in its Sleep (2007), writes about the excavation of family history in sites of genocide during the Guatemalan civil war. In turn, Silvio Sirias in his two novels, Meet Me Under the Ceiba (2009) and Bernardo and the Virgin (2005), returns to the site of the decades-long Somoza regime, the Sandinista revolution, and the terrain of everyday sexual violence and intolerance in Nicaragua, while the Costa Rican writer, Uriel Quesada, in his collection of stories in Spanish, Lejos, tan lejos (2004), gives insight into Costa Rican migration and exile. US Honduran Roberto Quesada in Never Through Miami (2002) and The Big Banana (1999) chronicles the survival quest of newly arrived immigrants in New York. Omar S. Castañeda, in Remembering to Say “Mouth” or “Face” (1993), Cunuman (1987), and his many children’s books, uses Maya storytelling forms to represent Central American indigenous immigrant experiences. In his own turn, the anthropologist Víctor Montejo also writes of Maya diasporic experiences, based on his own personal experience and that of thousands of Mayas forced to flee from Guatemala into Mexico and beyond (Montejo 1999).

      Cultural critics have noted that Central Americans have immigrated to the United States since at least the mid-nineteenth century (Córdova 2005; Menjívar 2000; Pinderhughes et al 1999; Cadaval 1998). First, in the late nineteenth century, members of the Central American elite classes, political dissidents throughout the isthmus, workers of transnational companies (fruit, coffee, railroads, and the Panama Canal), and others resettled in port cities such as San Francisco, New Orleans, and New York (Córdova 2005; Pinderhughes et al 1999). Coffee processing plants owned by MJB, Hills Brothers, and Folgers made San Francisco attractive to émigrés already linked to the international coffee industry (Córdova 2005: 60–1). In the 1930s and 1940s, a second wave of Central American immigrants grew to include “men and women from the urban middle classes who had relatively high levels of education – intellectuals, teachers, labor organizers, political dissidents, and exiled military officers who were not in agreement with their national governments,” as well as others who were part of the dominant class yet sought their luck elsewhere (Córdova 2005: 61–2; Pinderhughes et al 1999). In the 1940s, in the midst of a third migration wave, many found work in local “shipyards and other industries suffering from shortage of laborers,” especially acute during World War II. Along gendered lines of labor division, Central American migrant women came to the United Sates to work in textile factories, and men in construction and shipping (Córdova 2005: 62; Pinderhughes et al 1999). At the end of the war, with the return of US GIs, some Central Americans returned to their countries, leaving behind family and other social networks that would assist future migrants and sustain ties with other Latino ethnic groups (Córdova 2005: 63; Menjívar 2000). It was to these networks that the fourth Central American migration wave of the 1960s and 1970s gravitated, bringing numerous documented and undocumented residents to cities such as Los Angeles, Houston, New York, New Orleans, and Washington, DC (Cadaval 1998).

      With the political crises and civil wars in Central America in the late 1970s and 1980s, a fifth wave of refugees and exiles arrived in the US, where, for the most part, they were denied political asylum and documented status due to US economic, military, and ideological support of right-wing governments in Central America. Most Salvadorans (unlike Nicaraguans) did not qualify for political asylum under the 1980 Refugee Act, which made provisions for the official classification of refugees and political asylum seekers. The 1986 Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) granted legal resident status only to Salvadoran immigrants who could show evidence of having lived in the US prior to 1 January 1982. Subsequently, with the arrival of many undocumented immigrants in the 1980s, new legislation such as the Nicaraguan Adjustment and Central American Relief Act (NACARA), Temporary Protected Status (TPS), Deferred Enforced Departure (DED), and the American Baptist Churches (ABC) ruling sought to gain permission for temporary and extended stays for Central American immigrants. It is estimated that half of the Central American population currently living in the United States arrived as of the 1980s.

      To this day, many Central American immigrants, especially those Salvadorans, Guatemalans, and Hondurans who came to the US as of the 1980s, remain undocumented or on Temporary Protected Status, by which the US federal government grants renewable temporary stay permits to a sixth wave of immigrants fleeing economic, political, and environmental crises in Central America today. Central American migration in the twenty-first century generates monetary remittances in the billions of dollars annually for each Central American nation through the labor of large numbers of immigrants in the United States. Most immigration experts agree that Central American immigration to the US will continue into the future. The bases for present-day Central American diasporic communities, thus, were laid with each successive migration wave, making it thus difficult to generalize about Central American diasporic communities without examining each specific migration group and its particular historical development.

      Among the first known novels to document Central American migration to the United States in the early twentieth century is La sombra de la Casa Blanca [The Shadow of the White House] (1927) by Máximo Soto Hall (1871–1944). Born in Guatemala, Soto Hall wrote more than 30 texts during his lifetime, contributed numerous publications to major newspapers across Latin America, and worked as a career diplomat in the service of Guatemala (Rodríguez Beteta 1949). Starting in 1904, he served as emissary of the dictator Manuel Estrada Cabrera (1857–1924) in Costa Rica, El Salvador, Honduras, Panama, and Venezuela. Under Estrada Cabrera, Soto Hall further served as legislator in the Guatemalan Congress, representative of Guatemala at the meetings of Central American presidents, fiscal agent in charge of canceling the Guatemalan national debt in Washington, DC, and Guatemalan delegate at the Pan American Conference in Santiago, Chile. In 1921, he and his wife Amy Miles settled permanently in Buenos Aires, where he continued his diplomatic work on behalf of Guatemala, while dedicating himself to writing and directing the Pan American Archives, a vast collection of materials on Latin America once housed at the offices of the newspaper La Prensa (Rodríguez Beteta 1949). He also continued to travel throughout Latin America, Europe, and the United States. He would make numerous visits to his wife’s family’s homes in San Francisco and New York City, which are well documented in the electronic records of the Ellis Island Foundation.

      In 1927, Soto Hall published his novel La sombra de la Casa Blanca in Buenos Aires as Augusto César Sandino (1895–1934) led his famous uprising against Anastasio Somoza García (1896–1956). This novel tells the story of Nicaraguan sibling émigrés, Alberto Urzúa and his two sisters, who arrive and settle in New York City in the 1920s after fleeing the political violence in Nicaragua. An anti-imperialist novel, the text not only recounts the maneuvers of New York financiers and bankers on behalf of Dollar Diplomacy in Nicaragua, but also represents the rise of an international solidarity movement that takes Central American émigrés like Urzúa back to Nicaragua to fight with Sandino. The novel also narrates the lives of the first Central American political dissidents to arrive in New York. The novel breaks ground in that it exposes US interventionist policies and actions that plague the isthmus throughout the twentieth century. The text fills a significant gap in US Latino literary history, Central American immigration scholarship, and the historiography on US “cultures of imperialisms” and Dollar Diplomacy.

      Although research will surely excavate other early texts on the Central American émigré experience, to date very few Central American diasporic texts have surfaced from the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, perhaps, in part, because these texts may have been written in the Spanish language and may have been published in Latin America, as was the case of Soto Hall’s monumental work. On the other hand, Salomón de la Selva’s collection of poetry Tropical Town and Other Poems was first published in English in New York in 1918, but the text remained virtually unknown in Nicaragua and the United States until its recovery by the literary critic Silvio Sirias for the Recovering the US Hispanic Literary Heritage project. According to Sirias, “Salomón de la Selva’s first collection of poetry represents a synthesis of Hispanic and Anglo traditions,” and, in its time, “erased the lines between languages, peoples, and cultures” (Sirias 1999: 1, 50), making the text a precursor to US Latino/a literature today. At the intersection of languages, traditions, and geopolitics, de la Selva’s text, articulates the poet’s nostalgia for Nicaragua, where “the lonely green trees and the white graves are” (“Tropical Town,” de la Selva 1999: 61); his critique of US intervention in his homeland (“A Song for Wall Street,” de la Selva 1999: 75); and his conflicted loyalty to his adopted country after having lived in New England since childhood and enlisting in the US Armed forces during World War I (“Drill,” de la Selva 1999: 112). Finally, de la Selva’s poetry offers readers a “Pan American” vision bridging the Americas, North and South, “with a dream, with a song” of hemispheric mutual respect (“The Dreamer’s Heart Knows its Own Bitterness,” de la Selva 1999: 85).

      In his memoir Rápido tránsito (al ritmo de Norteamérica) [Rapid Transit (At the Rhythm of North America)], written in 1953 but not published until 1985, the Nicaraguan poet José Coronel Urtecho (1906–94) reminisces about the years he spent in San Francisco, where he attended Commerce High School, and his travels to New York, Massachusetts, and Louisiana in the 1940s. A renowned vanguard poet of Nicaragua, Coronel Urtecho writes about visiting sites associated with North American literary greats such as Walt Whitman, Robert Frost, Amy Lowell, Mark Twain, and Henry David Thoreau, who serve as lifelong inspirations for the writer. In the first half of the twentieth century, a number of other Central American writers lived, studied, traveled, and sojourned for extended periods in the United States, often pointing to the presence of early enclaves of Central Americans in Washington, DC, New York, and San Francisco. For example, Salvadoran writer and painter Salarrué (Salvador Salazar Arrué, 1899–1975) relocated to Washington, DC, to study at the Corcoran School of Art, and Claudia Lars (Margarita del Carmen Brannon Vega, 1899–1974) lived in San Francisco and New York with her husband’s family. The Costa Rican intellectual Roberto Brenes Mesén (1874–1947) worked as a diplomat in Washington, DC, and as a professor at various US universities, while the Nicaraguan-Salvadoran Claribel Alegría (Clara Isabel Alegría Vides, b. 1924) wrote some of her early poetry while living and studying in the United States (Alegría 1983).

      These sojourner writers of Central America, who spent periods of time in the United States and whose texts were published in Spanish and in Central America, are herein read as part of a larger transisthmian Central American literary genealogy. Such exiled writers include the aforementioned Alegría and others fleeing the civil wars in Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Guatemala in the 1970s and 1980s. While some, such as Manlio Argueta and Daisy Zamora, would return to Central America, others – including Jorge Argueta, Gioconda Belli, Mario Bencastro, Mayamérica Cortez, and Martivón Galindo – would settle permanently in the United States. Among the most prolific of the San Francisco-based Salvadoran writers, Jorge Argueta produced a number of children’s storybooks and poetry collections (Argueta 1989; 1990; 1991a; 1991b; 1996; 1997). In 2009, Argueta published his bilingual postwar ode to El Salvador titled Cerca del Fuego: Poema de Victoria/Close to the Fire: Victory Poem, marking the end of the cycle of war for El Salvador and his visit to the country on the occasion of the inauguration of President Carlos Mauricio Funes. A leading voice in the Latino cultural scene in the San Francisco Bay Area since her arrival in the 1980s, Martivón Galindo compiled her poetry, short stories, and artwork in Retazos [Pieces] (1996), Whisper of Dead Leaves (2004), and other works.

      Meanwhile in Washington, DC, another translocal site in the Central American diaspora, Mayamérica Cortez anthologized her women-centered poems in Nostalgias y soledades [Nostalgias and Solitudes] (1995), Oscar Gonzáles wrote about the subjective presence of the isthmus in Central America in My Heart/Centroamérica en el corazón (2007), and Mario Bencastro produced in quick succession A Shot in the Cathedral (1996), The Tree of Life: Stories of Civil War (1997), Odyssey to the North (1998), A Promise to Keep (2005), and Paraíso portátil/Portable Paradise (2010), each representing different phases of the Salvadoran civil war and the transmigrations between El Salvador and the United States. Also in DC, the poet, performer, and cultural activist Quique Avilés co-founded community-based performance groups such as Lati-Negro, Sol & Soul, and Paso Nuevo and chronicled the everyday struggles of Salvadorans and other Latinos/as in the greater Washington, DC, metropolitan area in his book, The Immigrant Museum (2003). In 2010, he contributed to the anthology Al pie de la Casa Blanca: Poetas hispanos de Washington, DC [At the Foot of the White House: Hispanic Poets of Washington, DC] (Ambroggio and Parada Ayala 2010), which also contains works by Central American writers Mayamérica Cortez, Daniel Joya, Carlos Parada Ayala, Vladimir Monge, Grego Pineda, and Francisco Aragón. In his sole-authored Puerta del Sol (2005) and Glow of Our Sweat (2010), Aragón writes as a San Francisco-raised, Washington, DC-transplanted “Latino of Nicaraguan descent” (Aragón 2005: xii). In his poetry, Aragón subtly meditates on fragile moments – the passing of friends and family, the uncovering of secrets, and the coming to “self-acceptance” as a Latino queer poet, “who can no longer remain quiet about who I am” (Aragón 2010: 49, 50).

      No discussion of Central American literatures in the United States can lose sight of the creative crucible that is Los Angeles, where a number of young Salvis (Salvadorans) paired up with their counterparts in San Francisco to produce the ground-breaking anthology, Izote Vos: A Collection of Salvadoran American Writing and Visual Art (Cowy Kim et al 2000), which not only featured the work of a generation of up-and-coming Salvadoran-American writers, but also made way for the expression of mixed voices, genres, and discourses on Salvadoreñidades and Central American identities. Out of this group, rising spoken-word artists such as Leticia Hernández-Linares, Raquel Josefina Gutiérrez, Marlon Morales, and others in the collection entered the discussion on the Central American civil wars from the perspectives of Salvadoran-Americans born and/or raised in the United States. The first of its kind, Izote Vos made possible new discursive collaborations between Salvadoran cultural producers in Los Angeles, San Francisco, and El Salvador, thus bridging the generation and diasporic gap between those who left El Salvador as children and those who spent their childhood in war. Backed by the San Francisco-based Pacific News Service and CARECEN (Central American Resource Center) of Los Angeles, Izote Vos sought to “mark new territory in the field of identity and cultural space” and to “open a dialogue on identity that would depict the complexity of uniqueness of Salvadoran American experiences” (Cowy Kim et al 2000: 3).

      For readers and collaborators alike, Izote Vos was a watershed text that opened the way for real-time and virtual art collectives such as Epicentro and new generations of US-raised and/or born Central American diasporic writers coming of age in the wake of the Central American civil wars. These new US Central American diasporic writers and poets include Leticia Hernández-Linares (Razor Edges of My Tongue, 2002; Mucha muchacha, 2010), Karina Oliva-Alvarado (Transverse: Altar de Tierra, Altar de Sol, 2009), William Archila (The Art of Exile, 2009), Mario Escobar (Gritos Interiores, 2005), and Maya Chinchilla (Desde el EpicCentro, Chincilla and Olivia-Alvarado 2007), among others. At this intersection of Central American voices, the transisthmus reveals itself to be a productive site of discursive crossings, overlaps, and excesses.

    

    
      Conclusion

      At the core of US Central American diasporic texts mapped out in this chapter, readers may glean some of the most significant discourses shaping Central American social identities to date, both within and outside of the isthmus. Prevalent themes in these texts include the trauma of war, displacement, dislocation, institutional and other forms of violence, remittance economies and cultures, the social valve of migration, the biopolitics of expendable laboring bodies, and the apparently unrelenting search for social justice and homelands across the Americas. Under the strain of such material conditions, the Central American cultural imaginary has been transnationalized, giving rise to a cultural production that some critics have identified as “transareal” (Ette et al 2011; Ette 2009; Mackenbach 2008) and that I have called elsewhere the expansive narratives of the transisthmus (A.P. Rodríguez 2009).

      Central American diasporic writing in the United States is not so much clouded in invisibility or enshrouded by redundancies as Arias would have it (2007), but rather constantly recombining into new destabilizing configurations and reshaping the cultural scapes of Latinidades. As Liano suggests in “Literary/Cultural Central America,” cited at the beginning of this chapter, the Central American imaginary exceeds its geographical, historical, and cultural confines, especially with the multiple and increasing diasporic experiences surging from a region so diverse as Central America. Indeed, it is time that we think of Central American diasporic cultures and literatures not as invisible, but rather as excessible, exceeding, magnifying, and amplifying geographic and cultural locations, pushing the limits of discourses on the Americas, and emerging anew with each novel, essay, performance, poem, and artwork produced. Thus, Central America becomes more visible in its diasporic travels and translocations across the world.
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      “Border theory” narrativizes a history in which culturally transgressive texts, actions, and bodies circumvent traditional structures of power, but this emplotment of resistance can mute another narrative in which power can and does reassert itself.

      Russ Castronovo (in Michaelsen and Johnson 1997: 199)

    

    
      The US-Mexico border has been the subject of multiple studies from a number of disciplines since its inception in 1948. Mostly those studies had a centralist and external perspective either from Mexico or the United States. But the region began to acquire a vision of its own when local writers and academics began studying, writing, and publishing from and about the border by the end of the twentieth century.

      In previous works, I have mentioned how the notion of the border became one of the favorite tropes of cultural studies. In most of them I speak about the importance of studying the concept/metaphor but also of seeing its geopolitical implications. I also elaborate on the importance of including both sides of the border. I emphasize this inclusion due to the fact that in the mid-1990s, when I started studying Mexico’s northern border literature, it was very difficult to find analyses regarding this topic. Invariably, in US libraries and databases, border literature was a synonym of Chicano/a literature, and in very few instances was it related to exile literature, mostly Latin American exile in the United States. In this chapter, I will include those reflections that have been published in Mexico and in the United States. These considerations are elaborated upon in Border Women: Writings from La Frontera (Castillo and Tabuenca Córdoba 2002).

      Undoubtedly, the theoretical discussion on the metaphorical border owes its most enduring debt to Gloria Anzaldúa’s much discussed and cited 1987 Borderlands/La Frontera. It is in part due to her influence that the idea of “the border” turned out to be very prominent in a number of academic disciplines since the mid-1980s, especially in the United States, where this image has served as a popular locus of discussion on monolithic structures. Scholars working in border studies have attempted, in Danny Anderson’s words, “to dismantle the patriarchal and Anglocentric confinements of the term ‘American’ specifically as it relates to American literature” (Anderson n.d.: 1). In this sense, Anzaldúas’s border evokes the intellectual project of a discursively based alternative national culture while gesturing toward a more heterogeneous transnational space of identity formation. This idea of Anzaldúa is developed later by Walter Mignolo (2000) into one of the most complete and theoretically powerful surveys on recent discussions of the idea of the border in US, Latin American, Caribbean, European, and British Commonwealth thought. For Mignolo, the most crucial insight of his discussion of what he alternatively calls “border gnosis” or “border thinking” is that this structure offers him the opportunity to imagine the possibility of “theorizing from the border (border as a threshold and liminality, as two sides connected by a bridge, as a geographical and epistemological location)” (2000: 309).

      As I have stated, the concept of the border has been used recurrently in the theoretical and critical arena in order to illustrate a privileged site of operations, and Mignolo’s statement would be an important instrument in the negotiations of theory and practice. Yet, for those of us involved in border studies on the Mexican side of the border, it is difficult to conceive the border simply as a metaphor not only because we are seeking conceptual frameworks for the analysis of our own Mexican border literature. It is problematic to consider it as a metaphor when we cross the geopolitical border almost on a daily basis – we may spend two or more hours in line to enter the US, we are treated as terrorists or persons of interest at the checkpoints – and when we have a real wall between our cities. If the theoretically imagined US border serves as an objective correlative for discussions of US dominant culture and its resistant spaces, the Mexican border region in a parallel manner helps address the question of how and where to relocate discussions about “mexicanidad” (mexicanness).

      From the Mexican side, however, the border line itself retains a stronger materiality than is typical in US-based commentary, a not-unexpected result of the differential ability to simply cross to the other side. Far too often, as we can see on a daily basis, the geopolitical border looms as a puzzling barrier against which Mexican nationals’ dreams are dashed and broken. At the same time, if border literary expression in Mexico is someday reduced to simply being a metaphor, it will be necessary for us to find the direction of such metaphors and the degree of truth they may contain. By saying this I don’t mean to imply that the border is “the possession of one or the other side” (Bruce-Novoa 1994: 13). But it is important to indicate that in order to think of the border “as a line shared by the inhabitants on both sides [in order that it be] open to transit” (1994: 13) it is important either to take both sides into consideration, or to be specific about which side one is going to talk about or study and to recognize the material and metaphorical differences involved in such transnational analyses. Otherwise the “intellectual colonialism” from which the Mexican border has suffered to this day will be perpetuated to the detriment of both its primary referents – people in general or flesh-and-blood artists – and its literature. However, I believe that it will be harder to reduce the border to a metaphor especially at present with the US immigration policies, the Minute Man initiative, the deaths of migrants in the desert and elsewhere, the ban of Chicano/a-Latino/a history and culture in Arizona, and the infamous wall along the US-Mexico border line.

      Though what we define as “border theory” or “border writing” in the United States almost always refer to metaphorical concepts, rather than to any particular geographical area, the US-Mexico border is frequently called into reference in the margins of such arguments as the most salient test case for such theoretical analyses. South of the line, “border writing” alludes more specifically to the region’s literary output. Nevertheless, despite the increasing theoretical attention to the border area, literature from the Mexican border has been seriously understudied, both in Mexico, due in large part to its marginal geographic position within the country, and in the US academic arena, where the rising trend of Chicano/a (and Latino/a)-based border theory has effectively captured the bulk of critical attention.

      Thus, when one examines studies on border literature/literatura de la frontera, two very distinct perspectives come into view: the Mexican perspective, which focuses on the literature produced within the region, and the US perspective, which focuses on more abstract theoretical concerns with typical gestures in the direction of Chicano/a (Latino/a) and Latin American literature. Despite numerous elements that would seem to suggest the affinity between US and Mexican border theories and literatures, the asymmetry between the United States and Mexico also indicates the differences between the two cultural projects. The border as perceived from the US is more of a textual-theoretical border than a geographical one, US Chicano/a scholars use the border metaphor to create a multicultural space in the United States in order to erase geographical and cultural boundaries. The real geopolitical border is used to construct an alternative Chicano/a discourse and to denounce centralist hegemony in the United States. At times it seems like the idea of Aztlán has been displaced, and instead of the mythical Aztlán for Chicano/a scholars it has been transformed into the mythical Borderlands, and sometimes – more rarely – in Mexico as well. The projection of the borderlands theory and literature represents for many Chicano/a writers and thinkers the imaginative return to a metaphorically conceived Mexican/ Latin American cultural tradition which serves as a source of empowerment. This tradition is accessed more often through memory and secondary texts that actual visits to the Mexican side of the geopolitical boundary line. This tendency toward a metaphorical, rather than literally based appropriation of border experience underlies one of the crucial differences with those border dwellers who live and cross over between two nations on a daily basis. For such people it is difficult to see the border as a metaphor or as a utopia, although at the same time there is a deep awareness that repetitive movement does not guarantee a more correct perception or a clear-cut representational model.

      In Mexico what is referred to as “literatura de la frontera” or as the literature of the northern border began in the mid-1980s. The emergence of this literary form, as well as its analysis, derived from a coincidence of specific political factors, reinforcing our perception that in order for this cultural movement to exist there needed to be more than a talent pool; certain minimal resources had become available. Francisco Luna and Rosina Conde, among others, agree the interest in border culture and literature evolved at that time because of the obsession on the part of Mexico City authorities to reinforce the romantic notion of national identity (Luna 1994: 79); to cultivate and nationalize the border states by revealing the essence of what it was to be Mexican (Conde 1992: 52); or more crudely and perhaps more accurately to give jobs to their buddies (M. Villarreal, interview) through the Border Cultural Program (Programa Cultural de las Fronteras). These three responses reflect the centralist vision I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter and clearly indicate the range of reactions of the program: to shore up a conflicted sense of national identity, to civilize the barbarian from the north, and continued centralized corruption by other means. At any rate, border literature was given a significant boost dating from 1985 with the influx of federal money to support cultural projects. I would like to make clear that when speaking of border literature here I will be speaking about the US-Mexico border, because the process and development of cultural, social, and geopolitical projects are very different in Mexico’s southern border.

      However, the conceptualization of this project is fraught with contradiction. If the central government’s concern was primarily seen as one of “nationalization,” it followed that the inhabitants of the northern states were still largely seen in the mid-1980s as an uncultured and potentially disruptive hybrid group, dangerously threatened by absorption into US culture next-door. The centralist dominant discourse then will be geared toward promoting a process of homogenization with a very specific political agenda. At the same time, to remind us that the agenda is “romantic” in nature is also to evoke the centrist presence of thinking in terms of clichés held over from nineteenth-century models of nation formation. To hint that the unspoken agenda was to provide opportunities for typically corrupt political appointments is also to voice the resistance of many border inhabitants to the process of centrist totalization.

      Because of the latter, during the 1980s and the 1990s a number of authors born in the border region, or whose work was produced in the area, refused to be considered border writers, specifically as a rejection of the political project underlying the Border Cultural Project. For Minerva and José Javier Villarreal, being catalogued as border writers could have had the effect of preventing them from ever entering the hallowed canon of “Mexican writers.” Rosario Sanmiguel, on the other hand, considered that recognizing herself as a border writer meant accepting as well her marginal position within the national literary scene since her works were not published by a prestigious (centralist) press or widely distributed. From both sides of this discussion, then, the label “border writer” in Mexico became a highly ideological issue. At the same time, all these writers considered literature from the northern border their own particular contribution to national literature. They did not see the task of addressing a border reality as an imposition – after all they had been writing and commenting on this region and had and have been meeting to read and discuss their works before the federal government stepped in with that new program to allow them to achieve some minimal local visibility and distribution to their works. The program ended approximately in 1998 and this federal patronage combined with other social factors contributed to enabling literature to gain wider concurrency more quickly in northern Mexico than it had in the past. Other factors that rapidly opened new avenues for the development of literature in the northern border states included: a burgeoning middle class, the demand for educational and cultural services, the association of writers who decided to produce and publish their work in their places of origin, the presence of a market of readers, and the increased diversity of local publications.

      Ignacio Betancourt, Patricio Bayardo, and Chicano critic Francisco Lomelí were among the first ones to begin to sketch out analyses of border literature. Whereas Bayardo focuses mostly on Mexican border literature, Betancourt and Lomelí comment on authors from both sides of the border. Lomelí develops his concept of the border as a dynamic site of socioeconomic, cultural, and political exchange and resistance, and as a unifying element between Mexicans and Chicanos/as. He also talks about Mexican border literature and two Chicano authors. He mentions some of the difficulties of defining “border literature” because of the particularities of this geopolitical space and the cultural differences among the inhabitants of both sides of the border. One significant point in Lomelí’s article is that he proposes to rethink the category of “literature” to dismantle monolithic structures from canonical “official” national corpus of texts.

      Essayists Sergio Gómez Montero, Humberto Félix Berumen, Gabriel Trujillo, and Francisco Luna served as the most consistent commentators on the literature of Mexico’s border region during its early descriptive stages. They have suggested that in order to study border literature in Mexico, one must not view either its literature or geography as a massive whole. The region is made up of diverse topographies, natural resources, and climates. Urban development differs significantly from one state to the next. Consequently, contrary to the concept of “border literature” in the United States, la literatura de la frontera norte is a phenomenon set into motion differently by the unique cultural factors existing in different places.

      For these authors, Mexico’s border literature emerged and coalesced during the 1970s especially in the most important urban centers such as Tijuana, Mexicali, and Ciudad Juárez. Literary production and publication took place in cities located on the border or in other important urban centers in Mexico’s northern states such as Chihuahua City, Monterrey, or Ciudad Victoria. Narrative and poetry stand out as the most widely employed literary forms. Among the diverse themes of both genres, the border’s geographic realities (the desert, the sea, mountains, the border line, urban centers) are fundamental. The colloquial and vernacular quality of the language permits the portrayal of the region’s typical linguistic characteristics; however, bilingualism and code-switching are not common practices in the literary works. The re-creation of everyday life is given priority, and representation of the urban space is one of its unique traits, without falling prey to the provincial costumbrismo of the past. The authors producing this literature were born, for the most part, since the 1950s, and their work began to be published in the 1980s. The authors more recognized nationally and internationally are: Jesús Gardea (Los viernes de Lautaro), Ricardo Elizondo (Maurilia Maldonado y otras simplezas), Rosina Conde (El agente secreto), Daniel Sada (Lampa vida), Luis Humberto Crosthwaite (El gran pretender), Rosario Sanmiguel (Callejón Sucre y otros relatos), Gabriel Trujillo Muñoz (Mezquite road), José Javier Villarreal (Portuaria), Minerva Margarita Villarreal (El corazón más secreto), Patricia Laurent Kullick (El camino de Santiago), David Toscana (El ejército iluminado), and Eduardo Antonio Parra (Nadie los vio salir). Among other writers who have managed to establish solid reputations within the regional and national literary scene are: Sylvia Aguilar Zéleny (Gente Menuda) Margarita Oropeza (Después de la montaña), José Manuel Di Bella (Pegado a la herida), Heriberto Yépez (Al otro lado), Rafa Saavedra (Buten Smileys), Arminé Arjona (Delincuentos; historias de narcotráfico), Federico Schaffler (Contactos en el cielo), Gerardo Cornejo (Juan Justino judicial), Carmen Amato (Estación Tempe), and Regina Swain (La Señorita Supermán y otras danzas). There are also a number of authors who participate in creative endeavors in their local communities. It is worth emphasizing that not all border writers write about their regional contexts or experiences; a number place their writings at a distance from the region’s temporality and its sociological conflicts; and there is a trend in the state of Tamaulipas on writing science fiction.

      Defining the territorial limits of the “border” or of the “northern border” is another difficulty we face. In his works dealing with border narrative, Berumen includes both those writers who live and work in urban centers as well as those who live 900 kilometers to the south of the US-Mexican border. One of the arguments used to justify these limits is Berumen’s contention that one must not approach the region from a vantage point of its administrative characteristics when discussing literary phenomena, but rather its sociocultural traits. This is perhaps Berumen’s least convincing argument since there may well be more differences than similarities and we could end up having an essentialist view of the border.

      At present and with the use of technology, younger writers such as Cristina Rivera Garza, Dolores Dorantes, Rafa Saavedara, and Heriberto Yépez, amongst others, can place themselves in a different borderland. Heriberto Yépez, in his essay “El mito del escrito fronterizo” (2003), questions many of the definitions from the 1990s that I have elaborated here. In fact by the end of the century, those of us involved in the study of Mexican northern border literature continued asking ourselves if these characteristics still apply, especially when many of the writers mentioned in the first group have moved to Mexico City or live in what we consider “central regional spaces” such as Chihuahua City or Monterrey and some of them are already publishing in mainstream presses. Therefore my question from the 1990s is still current. Is border literature about, on, of, or from the border? In Mexico, of whom have the terms “the border’s literature” or “border literature” – literatura de la frontera or literatura fronteriza – been coined? There is still a great deal of confusion on this matter. Academics tend to assume that border literature is comprised of those Mexican works that focus on regional themes. The origin of this misunderstanding lies in the fact that writers from Mexico City who write about the border are generally included in literary analyses of northern border literature, often to the detriment of less well-known writers from the border area who may or may not use local referents in their work. Danny Anderson, for example, posits that the perspectives of Laura Esquivel, Carlos Fuentes, Ricardo Garibay, Ethel Krauze, and Paco Ignacio Taibo II, who write about but not from the border (and I will add, do not have the geopolitical border experience), have provided a historical storehouse of “representations which help on to distinguish the uniqueness and the often responsive nature of literary production on the border in border states” (Anderson n.d.: 6). It is certain that by relying exclusively on these more canonical works one is likely to engage in what I have called “intellectual colonialism.” This colonialism is made manifest when one accepts the works of these authors as representative of the border, instead of seeking out other texts by writers from the area. As a result, those authors who write from the border find their work displaced from public consciousness in favor of the latest thematically related “border” book by a well-known centrist writer. It is, therefore, signally important to make the distinction between the border as expressed in literature as opposed to the literature, actually produced on the border or by a writer who grew up on the border or in a northern border state. This differentiation helps prevent the erasure of Mexican border writers and their writings in favor of well-known Mexican or Chicano/a writers.

      When comparing border literature in the US and Mexico the efforts of theoreticians to develop their analyses in an even-handed manner, the cultural products of these two countries fall into a distinct power differential, as is also true of the political realm. US border literature occupies the dominant space, and Mexican border literature falls into a subordinate one. While there is no doubt that Chicano/a (and Latino/a) literature serves as an expression of a minority culture within the United States (as Mexican border literature in Mexico), nevertheless when it is put into the perspective of a transborder literary project, the disparity is clear. Control of what and who crosses the border affects both literary texts and people. Chicano/a-Latino/a literature, as part of a relatively privileged distribution network within the US dominant culture, is in a position of distinct and clear advantage when compared to the extraordinary difficulties attending Mexican border writers both within the Mexican dominant establishment and with respect to international border theoretical discussions. Even if we talk about the fewer social, economic, and political advantages enjoyed by Mexico’s northern border states, Mexican writers in the region do not possess the publishing resources available to minority groups in the US. This means that it is not the same being a minority and having to resist the center in the United States as in Mexico. For example, small independent publishing houses or government and/or university-supported presses, while publishing and disseminating literature from the border area, do not have the resources or the recognition, range of design possibilities, press runs, or distribution outlets of even such “minor” publishing houses as Aunt Lute Press, Kitchen Table Press, Third Women Press, and Arte Público Press in the United States. Added to this already complicated scenario, we could also speak of how la literatura de la frontera dis-articulates national Mexican canonical literature, and the tension both borders cause in their respective countries, which add another layer of contradiction and complexity to the discussion.

      As Chicano/a literature began being a part of a greater sociopolitical movement during the 1960s that shifted the mythical Aztlán to the “borderlands” in the 1980s, Mexican northern border literature started to be recognized as a regional literary movement in the 1970s and reached full recognition at the end of the twentieth century. With this in mind, we can begin the articulation of a textual border, analogous to that defined in Chicano/a literature, in which a Mexican geographic space would also acquire a generalizable value, not in relationship with the United States or the rest of Mexico or Latin America, but in terms of the bonds existing in terms of the border states. In this rearticulation, the main differences between the literature on both sides of the border: for Chicano/a literature the border is an abstraction, an inexhaustible utopia, a “Garden of Eden.” In Mexican border literature, the topic of the border occupies an ordinary space, a place that is occasionally represented in writing. It is, in this literature, more than a trope, a locus amoenus, It is part of a literary regional movement that, like the border itself, is in a state of constant development and reflection: dynamic and forever changing.
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THIRTY YEARS OF CHICANA/LATINA LESBIAN LITERARY PRODUCTION

    
      Alicia Gaspar de Alba
    

    
      When women of color, Third World feminists, and lesbians started calling out the second wave of the women’s movement for its exclusions of race, class, ethnicity, sexuality, and other forms of difference, they initiated what we now refer to as third wave feminism, with names like Audre Lorde, Barbara Christian, Barbara Smith, Trinh T. Minh-ha, María Lugones, Chela Sandoval, Gloria Anzaldúa, and Cherríe Moraga at the forefront of those critiques. In Chicano/a studies, the last two names began to dominate the discourse in the 1980s to the degree that they have become synonymous with both Chicana feminism and Chicana lesbian identity, and in some circles, tokenized as the only writers of their kind. A survey of the last 30 years of Chicana/Latina literary production reveals that not only are there more than two Chicana lesbian writers, but also that Chicana feminists and Chicana lesbians have been charting a new course for the field of Chicano/a studies since 1981. This vanguard in the field makes sexuality as central to the discussion of gender, as race and class are to a discussion of colonialism.

      In my 1993 review essay, “Tortillerismo: Work by Chicana Lesbians,” published in Signs while I was still a doctoral student at the University of New Mexico, I discussed the problem of homophobic Chicano/a critics whose discomfort with lesbian literary representations compelled them to ignore the work. This exclusion simultaneously “promote[d] the invisibility of lesbian literature and exercise[d] the heterosexual privilege of those critics who disregard texts that make them ‘uncomfortable’” (Gaspar de Alba 1993: 956). The purpose of that essay was to bring Chicana lesbian writing out of the critical closet and look at the few anthologies and other works in circulation prior to 1991. My purpose here is to historicize the exponential growth of Chicana/Latina lesbian literary production since 1991, by looking at selected novels, multigenre anthologies, autobiographies, and critical/theoretical texts authored by self-identified Chicana/Latina lesbians, with an overtly lesbian purpose, during each of the last three decades. What I mean by an overtly lesbian purpose is that the text is written by a lesbian and/or it deals explicitly with lesbian characters, lesbian life, lesbian identity, lesbian desire, and/or other issues related to lesbian sexuality. Space constraints force me to discuss only those titles that have contributed directly to the task of constructing a Chicana/Latina lesbian discourse and making visible the Chicana/Latina lesbian body.

      To fully appreciate the reasons behind this exponential growth in Chicana/Latina lesbian literary and critical production, these texts must be situated within their historical and cultural contexts. Thus, this chronology is roughly divided into three decades that correspond to what I see as three generations of third wave Chicana feminism: Generation A, Generation X, and Generation Q, which I discuss in more detail below. The word “generation” implies a chronology of time, but I am using it here to signify the constellation of ideas and concerns about gender and sexuality that have informed Chicano/a studies from the 1980s to the present. My approach to the selective process for the texts I have included here is necessarily along the lines of what Gayatri Spivak in The Postcolonial Critic called “the strategic use of essentialism” (Spivak 1990: 109) in that, speaking from my politics of location as a Chicana lesbian author and critic, I will self-consciously construct a bibliographic portrait that is as much a representation of my own subject-position as it is an articulation of the overarching themes and movements of thought in the work produced by Chicana/Latina lesbian writers and theorists.

      “Subsuming the study of lesbians under a general homosexual umbrella often erases the gender hierarchy and gender ideologies inherent in most societies and thus renders lesbians less visible,” wrote Lourdes Torres (2003: 3) in her introduction to Tortilleras: Hispanic and US Latina Lesbian Expression. In 2003, the Journal of Lesbian Studies published a special issue on Latina lesbians edited by María Dolores Costa that included a panoramic overview of Chicana, Latina, Latin American, and Spanish lesbian writers, artists, performers, and texts. Both collections contribute to the emerging field of Latina lesbian studies; however, just as lesbian existence should not be subsumed under the homosexual umbrella, it is important that the “Chicana” not be homogenized under the “Latina” experience, particularly since it is in large part Chicana lesbians who have forged the theory by which Latina and other lesbians of color have come to analyze and understand the junctures and fissures between their lesbian bodies/identities/desires and their own culturally specific realities. This is not to say that Latina lesbians have not contributed to the discourse. Indeed, one of the earliest voices in Latina lesbian letters is Luz María Umpierre, Puerto Rican poet par excellence, whose openly lesbian chap-book of poetry, The Margarita Poems (1987), is a classic in the field. Umpierre is also known for her theory on “homocriticism,” that posits that queer readers are more apt to find queer meanings in literary work. Chicana and Latina lesbians have also collaborated in putting together important collections such as Cuentos: Stories by Latinas (1983), edited by Alma Gómez, Cherríe Moraga, and Mariana Romo-Carmona and Telling to Live: Latina Feminist Traditions (2001) by a collective of Chicana and Latina authors that calls itself the Latina Feminist Research Group, and that explores issues of race, class, gender, and sexuality through the personal/ critical genre of testimonio. However, I agree with the following point that Yvonne Yarbro-Bejarano makes: 


      
        Thanks in large part to the creative struggle of Chicana feminists and Chicana lesbian feminists in particular, the idea of “difference within” ourselves and within our communities has multiplied, rather than fragmented, sites of social action and critical intervention.

        (Yarbro-Bejarano 2001: xiii)

      

      
The struggle Yarbro-Bejarano is referring to is rooted in La Causa itself, that is, the Chicano Movement of the 1960s and 1970s in which feminists, and lesbians in particular, were seen as traitors to their race, and, therefore, to the struggle of a class-and race-based movement for social justice. The second root of the struggle is mainstream second wave feminism, in which Chicanas, like their African-American, Native American, and other Third World feminist sisters, felt completely alienated, marginalized, or tokenized. Called “Malinches” or Malinchistas by their Chicano brothers and male-identified sisters in el Movimiento, and perceived as “angry” or “reverse racists” by white feminists, Chicana feminists and lesbians nonetheless voiced and published their critiques wherever and however they could (using everything from mimeograph machines to photocopiers to obscure independent presses), thereby laying down a foundation upon which much of today’s theorizing about “intersectionality” is based.

    

    
      Generation A (1981–91)

      The ChicanA generation that started questioning gender inequalities in the ChicanO Movement, and insisting that the Chicano revolution stop ranking oppressions to favor race and class at the expense of women, came into its own in the 1980s; this generation used mainstream feminism’s gender standpoint epistemology intersected with Marxist, lesbian, and Third World feminist ideologies to interrogate the patriarchal assumptions and privileges of Chicano subjectivity and to construct an empowered Chicana feminist political identity that would not be subsumed under the generic Chicano label. The iconic text for this generation is This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color (1981) a compilation of poetry, personal essay, short fiction, and letters by Chicanas, Native American, African-American, Asian-American, and other Latina women who self-identified as “radical” lesbians of color, edited by Cherríe Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa and published by Persephone Press. What was especially radical about this early text was not only the proud claiming of the “lesbian” name as an affirming and empowering woman-identified erotic and political praxis, but also the way the genre of what Elisa Garza calls the “multigenre text” (Garza 2003: 196) embodied a textual Third World feminist coalition-building that stood in between and yet apart from both white feminism and the Civil Rights movements of the 1970s, within which the editors and the contributors became racially and ethnically politicized as people of color.

      This Bridge Called My Back was reissued in 1983 by Women of Color Press in New York with new forewords by Moraga and Anzaldúa, which I find representative of a fundamental split that occurred within Chicana lesbian/feminist thinking. Moraga expressed a sense of disappointment over the practicalities of creating a Third World feminist coalition and instead called for a US-based woman of color movement that could “speak much more directly now to the relations between women and men of color, both gay and heterosexual” (Moraga and Anzaldúa 1983) in which we find the first stirrings of the more nationalistic “queer Aztlán” (Moraga 1993) philosophy that she would espouse ten years later. Anzaldúa, on the other hand, renewed her commitment to transnational and cross-cultural bridge-building between women of different colors, cultures, and classes, and called for an activism tempered by spiritual practices that connected to the divine feminine. Although both women embraced indigeneity and the inclusivity of gay men within their constructs of Chicana/Chicano nationhood, Moraga’s would eventually evolve into a politics of queer motherhood while Anzaldúa’s would remain rooted in a queer mestizaje.

      Moraga’s autobiographical Loving in the War Years: Lo Que Nunca Pasó Por Sus Labios, also published in 1983 and also a multigenre text, gave us her two most enduring essays, “La Güera” and “A Long Line of Vendidas,” out of which we can extrapolate key theories embraced by Chicana feminist discourse. In “La Güera,” Moraga discusses the white oppressor under her own half-breed skin and the danger of ranking oppressions that leads to both internalizing oppressions and becoming oppressors. “A Long Line of Vendidas” is an incisive critique of male supremacy within the biological family and in the social family created by liberation movements such as the Chicano Movement, in which Moraga maps a genealogy of Chicana lesbianism reaching back to La Malinche, seen culturally by Chicanos and Mexicanos as the primordial traitor to her nation. Malintzin Tenepal, known as La Malinche in Mexican/Chicano history, was originally a slave given as part of a harem to Hernán Cortéz by the cacique of Tabasco after the natives of that town were defeated by the conquering Spaniards. Because of Malinche’s linguistic talents and facility for learning new languages, she became a translator for the Spanish, as well as a sexual servant of Cortéz, and as such has been blamed for sleeping with the enemy and causing the downfall of the Aztec nation, which is in essence what Chicana lesbians were accused of doing by their male counterparts in the Chicano Movement.

      Ana Castillo has long been recognized as one of the “classic” Chicana feminist authors, and, indeed, her provocative first collection of poetry titled The Invitation (1979) was a bold challenge of the chauvinistic sexual politics of her male counterparts in the Chicano Movement. She was just starting out as a novelist when Bilingual Press published The Mixquiahuala Letters in 1986 (winner of the 1987 Before Columbus Foundation American Book Award). Although not a lesbian novel, per se, the lesboerotic relationship between Teresa and Alicia in this epistolary narrative offers a glimpse into what Adrienne Rich called “the lesbian continuum” (Rich 1986) or “primary intensity” of friendship, solidarity, and sometimes desire between Chicanas.

      In 1987, Gloria Anzaldúa published her foundational Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza, now in its fourth edition and the best-selling title of the small West Coast press, Aunt Lute Books. Theorizing a “new mestiza” that not only tolerates but also embraces her own contradictions in the borders between nations, ethnicities, languages, and genders, Anzaldúa articulates a consciousness of the half-breed, of the two-spirited, and of the female wisdom that dwells in the psyche of both women and men. More than any other Chicana lesbian text, Borderlands proffers a template for a decolonial borderlands theory that has transformative potentialities for all forms of hybrid identity. Anzaldúan terms such as “the Shadow Beast,” her personification of the accumulated forms of internalized racism that attack colonized peoples; “the Coatlicue State,” the period of immobility that arises in the process of decolonization when a part of the self witnesses the death of another part; and “mestiza consciousness,” the productive negotiation between opposite worlds, have become integral to our understanding of the process of decolonization from racist, sexist, and homophobic paradigms. Also in 1987, Juanita Ramos, a self-named black Puerto Rican lesbian feminist socialist, published Compañeras: Latina Lesbians, the first collection of prose, poetry, oral history, and drawings by Chicana, Puerto Rican, Cuban, Nicaraguan, Colombian, Nuyorican, Argentinian, Honduran, Mexican, Peruvian, Brazilian, Chilean, and Native American lesbians. The purpose of Compañeras, says Ramos, was to document the existence of Latina lesbians as much in the US as in their own respective communities.

      In 1989, Third Woman Press published Third Woman: The Sexuality of Latinas, edited by Norma Alarcón, Ana Castillo, and Cherríe Moraga, which represented lesbian sexuality within a broad spectrum of Latina sexualities. The collection features the work of authors now considered canonical in Latina letters: Cherríe Moraga, Ana Castillo, and Gloria Anzaldúa, to be sure, but also Sandra Cisneros, Denise Chávez, and Julia Alvarez. The work of Chicana artists such as Ester Hernández, Santa Barraza, Juana Alicia, and Cecilia Alvarez was also included in the volume. Special mention should be made here of the pioneering work done by cultural and literary critic, Norma Alarcón, the mastermind and editor behind Third Woman Press, which published so much of the early Chicana lesbian literature. A lesbian ally, Alarcón has been contributing to Third World feminist discourse since 1981, when her radical re-vision of La Malinche was published in This Bridge Called My Back.

      In 1990, Aunt Lute Books published Gloria Anzaldúa’s massive collection, Making Face, Making Soul/Haciendo Caras: Creative and Critical Perspectives by Women of Color, which picks up where This Bridge Called My Back left off, by calling out the racism of the mainstream Women’s Movement, and bearing witness to the multiple ways in which women of color had internalized that oppression and, conversely, how they practiced resistance to domination from within their own cultures. In the introduction to Making Face, Gloria Anzaldúa calls for lesbians and women of color to “make our own face” (i.e., create our own identities) by engaging in creative acts and writing our own “teorías,” a kind of theorizing from the margins and from the flesh, which refuses the colonizing jargon of the academy and draws instead on the wisdom of our own lived experience and cultural struggles. Among the more than 70 pieces included in this volume we find pieces by some of the “great” women of color thinkers of our time: Audre Lorde, June Jordan, Joy Harjo, Paula Gunn Allen, bell hooks, Barbara Smith, Barbara Christian, Maria Lugones, Trinh T. Minh-ha, Norma Alarcón, Alice Walker, and Chela Sandoval, whose now-classic essay, “Feminism and Racism: A Report on the 1981 National Women’s Studies Association Conference” would lay the groundwork for her theory of oppositional consciousness in the creation of a US Third World feminist movement.

      The 1991 publication of Chicana Lesbians: The Girls Our Mothers Warned Us About, edited by Carla Trujillo, marks the first literary anthology entirely dedicated to Chicana lesbian representation. It was, Trujillo says in her introduction, her response to Juanita Ramos’s Compañeras, which she found inspiring in its breadth and pan-Latina approach, but at the same time left her wanting more depth about Chicana lesbians. By focusing on the lives, desires, racial and linguistic issues, and other political struggles and problematics of specifically Chicana-identified lesbian writers, Trujillo hoped to provide a more in-depth picture of one ethnic lesbian identity and, in the process, “send out shock waves” (Trujillo 1991: x) that would destabilize la Raza’s heteropatriarchal constructions of family, culture, religion, and politics. Emma Pérez’s “Sexuality and Discourse: Notes from a Chicana Survivor,” one of the critical essays that we now view as foundational to Chicana/Latina lesbian discourse, names the main problem of the Chicano civil rights revolution – “men refuse to give up their power” (Pérez 1991: 160) – and demonstrates how sexism is integral to racial and class oppression. It is from this triple site of oppression that Chicana lesbians develop a new language, sexuality, as both an expression of desire and a discursive site, by which to tell our own stories of oppression and claim a new “sitio y lengua” (Pérez 1991: 168) of resistance to domination, erasure, and violence.

    

    
      Generation X (1992–2000)

      The first decade of radical women of color texts launched a new era of Chicana lesbian visibility, if not in the mainstream world of American letters, then certainly in the critical consciousness of academia. That the timing of these publications coincided with the mainstream cultural paradigm shift that we call multiculturalism was not serendipity. The diversity moment, as this zeitgeist was also called, had already taken hold in the art world, the educational system, the fashion industry, and popular culture. University presses and independent presses had already seen the Chicana- and Latina-ization of their catalogs in the late 1980s, a trend that continued and proliferated in the multicultural 1990s with special book series such as the Chicana Matters Series at the University of Texas Press, edited by Chicana historians Antonia Castañeda and Deena González. The multicultural zeitgeist was also the heyday for independent feminist presses such as Third Woman Press, Seal Press, Cleis Press, Firebrand Books, and Naiad, which produced most of the Chicana and Latina lesbian titles in the 1990s.

      Firebrand Books had already published Jewelle Gómez’s first novel, The Gilda Stories (1991), which gave us one of the most memorable characters to emerge from Latina lesbian letters, the cross-generational, eternally wise, sensual, and cunning black Puerto Rican lesbian vampire named Gilda, who gives rather than takes life in her transfer of blood from humans, and traverses two generations of lives and lovers from 1850 to 2050. In 1992, Seal Press published Terri de la Peña’s first novel, Margins, the coming-out story of middle-class Chicana college student Veronica Meléndez and the impact of her lesbianism on her extended Mexican Catholic family. Although not the “first” Chicana/Latina lesbian fiction to be published, Margins has probably received the most critical attention and circulation in Chicana/Latina lesbian communities for its unabashed portrayal of lesbian desire and lovemaking. As Catriona Rueda Esquibel argues in With Her Machete In Her Hand (discussed below), it was Sheila Ortiz Taylor who published the “first” Chicana lesbian novel, Faultline (Naiad Press 1982), which features Arden Benbow, the Florida-based, Mexican-descended, motorcycle-riding, lesbian mother of six biological offspring, Indeed, all of Ortiz Taylor’s six novels have lesbian protagonists and other queer characters, and deal with a diversity of gay issues, as we see in three of her most recent titles, Coachella (1998), Outrageous (2006), and Assisted Living (2007).

      In 1994, Cleis Press produced Cuban-born Achy Obejas’s first book, We Came All the Way from Cuba So You Could Dress Like This?, a collection of funny stories about sad people, displaced people, people living on the margins of life, society, and relationships, among them, accident-prone lesbians, lesbians in protracted break-ups, and lesbians who have kinky sex in public bathrooms or with guacamole. Also in 1994, Seal Press published Terri de la Peña’s second novel, Latin Satins, the story of a musical band of working-class Chicana dykes in Santa Monica, California dealing with homophobia in their jobs and neighborhoods. Although it never achieved the popularity of Margins, Latin Satins carved a niche for de la Peña as a writer of both family drama and erotic lesbian fiction.

      A darker eroticism emerged in Emma Pérez’s first novel, Gulf Dreams (1996), a poetic, tightly woven but postmodernly fragmented narrative about obsessive love, women’s survival against rape, and the intersection of racism, sexism, and homo-phobia in a small south Texas town; in many ways Gulf Dreams is the fictional embodiment of Pérez’s “sitio y lengua” theory. Sex, violence, and memory are also dominant themes in Achy Obejas’s second book, Memory Mambo (1996), a Lambda Literary Award winner about Cuban diasporic life in the US and the importance of memory and family for people in exile. Although Juani, the protagonist, is an out lesbian, and as such must struggle with homophobia, sexual harassment on behalf of her male cousin-in-law Jimmi, and the effect of domestic violence in her relationship with the closeted Puerto Rican revolutionary Gina, the contested site of her lesbian identity in many ways parallels the violence experienced in narratives of exile.

      The Xicana generation that named itself during the multicultural 1990s, but which has been active since the 1960s, emphasized the indigenous Third World feminist aspects of Chicana political identity and integrated gender and sexuality as part of transnational indigenous racial constructions and communities. Whether or not they changed the spelling of their identity label from Chicana to Xicana, perhaps the overriding concern for Generation X feminists was the holistic healing of the wounds caused by racism, colonialism, sexism, and homophobia. Cherríe Moraga’s new collection of prose and poetry, The Last Generation, was published by the small East Coast publisher, South End Press, in 1993. Of particular note in The Last Generation is the essay “Queer Aztlán: The Re-Formation of Chicano Tribe,” in which Moraga calls for a new Chicano nation that embraces its women and its “jotería” in non-patriarchal, non-heterosexist, and non-homophobic ways, arguing that Chicanos as a nation will never succeed as long as any Chicana or Chicano remains marginalized or in submission. Ana Castillo’s Massacre of the Dreamers (1994) is a collection of critical essays on machismo, Catholicism, the female erotic, and the tripartite stereotypes of virgin/mother/whore assigned by patriarchy to women; each essay articulates a feminist critique and spiritual consciousness with a distinctly Mexic-Amerindian subjectivity that Castillo calls “Xicanisma,” a form of Chicana feminism that, like the term “womanism” coined by Alice Walker (Walker 1983), was meant to situate feminist thought within a culture-specific context that called for the liberation of men of color as well as women. Indeed, Xicanisma would become a popular alternative to feminism among the more indigenist-minded Chicana feminist and Chicana lesbian and bisexual activists of this generation.

      In 1997, Firebrand Books published Waiting in the Wings: Portrait of a Queer Motherhood, Cherríe Moraga’s short autobiographical narrative about her pregnancy as a 40-year-old butch lesbian and the traumatic first few years of her son’s life. It is here that Moraga’s philosophy of a queer essentialized motherhood takes center stage, privileging the racial and biological connection between mother and son as the primary basis of both her identity and her idea of a new Chicano nation. Carla Trujillo’s second edited volume, Living Chicana Theory, (1998), a compilation of essays and performance pieces, redefines the genre of theory as it is written about, performed, and practiced by Chicana feminist and Chicana lesbian scholars and writers, writing about issues such as academic secrecy, strategic essentialism, lesbian aesthetics, the separatist politics of Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz, tomboy identity politics, and the multiple meanings of silence in Latina lesbian history.

      A big year for Chicana lesbian publishing was 1999, particularly in the areas of history and historical fiction. Deena González’s Refusing the Favor: The Spanish-Mexican Women of Santa Fe, 1820–1880, a study of the resistance and accommodationist tactics practiced by the local and native women of Santa Fe at the time of Anglo encroachment in New Mexico, exemplified disidentification, the practice of working within a dominant ideological system and yet critiquing it at the same time. Although the text is not about Chicana lesbians, its Chicana lesbian author enacts a method of historiographical research that I call “lesbianizing the archives,” which entails digging up archival sources such as wills and testaments that can document women’s lives in nineteenth-century New Mexico, as well as reading the clues within those sources that speak of female friendships and familial bonds between unrelated women, which strengthened social relations and empowered women. Thus, by dis-identifying historiography from the male practice of omitting women from the record, and employing instead a revisionist approach, González helps to develop the new gendered field of Chicana history.

      Another Chicana historian whose book was published in 1999, and who is also a cofounder of the field of Chicana revisionist history is Emma Pérez; her The Decolonial Imaginary: Writing Chicanas Into History is instrumental in theorizing the time lag between the colonial and the postcolonial, which she calls the decolonial time frame of third space feminism, another key concept of feminist/lesbian/queer theory. The colonial imaginary is a historical narrative built on the patriarchal colonizer-colonized framework in which the Chicano historian, for all of his resistance against his own race and class colonization, ends up repeating the patterns of the colonizer by subscribing to “great men” and “great events” type of historiography that either marginalizes, misinterprets, or excludes women from his construction of the past altogether. The “decolonial imaginary,” then, rescues those marginalized and silenced voices from the past and tracks women’s agency across time and space, thus pulling Chicanas, Indias, Mestizas, and Mexicanas, out of the colonizer’s shadow.

      In the realm of fiction, my Sor Juana’s Second Dream (Gaspar de Alba 1999) embodies what Emma Pérez calls “historically tracking women’s agency across the colonial landscape” (Pérez 1999: 7), in this case the lesbian agency of Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz. The public Sor Juana, the one immortalized in history as the “tenth muse” and the “first feminist of the Americas,” was the scholar/poet/nun who left four volumes of collected works that documented a feminist genius far ahead of her time. Weaving fictional letters and journal entries with Sor Juana’s own writings, my novel documents the private Sor Juana as well, the one who wrestled with her same-sex desire for two Vicereines, another nun, and even her mestiza amanuensis. Whereas Sor Juana’s “Primero Sueño” depicts a cosmic battle between the enlightened forces of reason and the occult army of the emotions, a battle in which logic ultimately wins, Sor Juana’s Second Dream posits the other alternative, in which the erotic triumphs over the rational mind. Terri de la Peña’s third novel, Faults (1999) is a record of two historic events that shook Los Angeles in the early 1990s: the Rodney King riots of 1992 and the massive Northridge earthquake of 1994. Told through multiple first- and third-person narrators, de la Peña uses the 6.7-magnitude seismic event as a metaphor for the rifts and faults that can shake relationships as well as cities apart.

      Beginning with the 2000 Routledge publication of Interviews/Entrevistas, a collection of ten interviews with Gloria Anzaldúa by various scholars from 1982 to 1999, we begin to see Anzaldúa’s collaboration with AnaLouise Keating. Compiled chronologically and carrying a playful image of Anzaldúa on its cover, this book of interviews and conversations with Anzaldúa elaborates on post-Borderlands concepts that have become central to the discourse of decolonization, such as “conocimiento,” a self-wisdom that can be attained through the active engagement in decolonization practices with an open mestiza mind and heart, and “nepantla,” the liminal state of consciousness between cultures, languages, and sexualities that must be navigated by “nepantleras,” those who dwell in the middle of these two realities.

      Also in 2000, South End Press published an expanded edition of Cherríe Moraga’s Loving in the War Years, with a new section of poetry and essays, including “Out of Our Revolutionary Minds: A Pedagogy of Revolt,” which reads like a diatribe against academics who, for the most part, she argues, have sold out their revolutionary politics to the career-oriented politics of the corporate institution. Although born of Raza activism, Chicano/a studies programs in mainstream colleges and universities, Moraga believes, have become more holding tanks than think tanks for the revolution. “Is the university system not a kind of ‘post-modern Indian boarding school for Raza?’” (Moraga 2000: 180).

      Perhaps the most influential book to be released in 2000 was Chela Sandoval’s Methodology of the Oppressed, about the development of a new form of social consciousness, or “differential consciousness,” that is the theory and praxis of the US Third World feminist movement. To understand how the “differential” works as a decolonizing tactic, however, it is necessary to place it in the context of four other oppositional modes of consciousness that developed within feminism: the equal rights mode that called for the equality of the sexes; the revolutionary mode that called for a class-based restructuring of the social order; the supremacist mode, which constituted one form of radical feminism that saw itself as occupying a higher place on the evolutionary scale than patriarchy; and the separatist mode, the more utopian form of radical feminism that called for a total separation from the dominant social order. Differential consciousness, then, becomes the fifth mode, which acts like a fifth gear but also a clutch, making the movement between gears possible. By engaging and disengaging these gears of consciousness to reach the fifth and final gear, differential consciousness becomes the goal of that movement as well as the means by which the goal is reached. Thus, differential consciousness becomes one of the “methodologies of the oppressed,” that help to decolonize the imagination.

    

    
      Generation Q (2001–11)

      The gender-bending post-2000 Chican@ generation, building on the work of Chicana lesbian and Chicana feminist theorists from the 1980s, has turned the lens of gender and sexuality inward on the Chicano/a body, to further decolonize and deconstruct notions of the feminine/masculine, maleness/femaleness, and queerness/ transgenderedness within Chicana lesbian and gay Chicano subjectivities, giving rise to new genders and sexual identities (e.g., bois, bears, MTFs/FTMs, female masculinity). Although itself a “queer” spelling of the label Chicano or Chicana that not everybody publishing in this decade adopted, the @ symbol (which is also seen in Latin@ studies) at the end of the word signifies this generation’s critical revision of gender as a category of analysis, as well as queer inclusivity.

      The first decade of the twenty-first century will always be remembered for the terrorist attacks against the twin towers of the World Trade Center in New York City, synecdochized as 9/11, which effectively brought the multicultural zeitgeist to its close to make room for “the war on terror.” By then publishing houses, from academic to mainstream, had already learned, as Arlene Dávila reminds us in Latino Spin (2008), that there was an avid market for books about sexual, ethnic, and racial difference, particularly by and for a book-buying Latino/a and queer audience. In the early to mid-2000s, we find texts on queer activism, queer globalizations, queer club culture, queer mestizaje, queer migrations, and queer latinidad, along with queer reconstructions of national Latin American icons such as Gabriela Mistral (see Suggested further reading).

      In the Chicana lesbian sphere, 2001 saw the publication of the first book-length study on the work of Cherríe Moraga, The Wounded Heart: The Writing of Cherrié Moraga by Yvonne Yarbro-Bejarano, looking at how Moraga’s focus on the physical body gives voice to what it means to be “born queer.” Graciela Limón’s Erased Faces (2001) queers the Zapatista movement in Chiapas when her protagonist, a Chicana photojournalist, falls in love with one of the indigenous activists she’s chronicling, and follows her to the Lacandón mountains, where the 1994 EZLN insurgency is being organized. tatiana de la tierra’s For the Hard Ones: A Lesbian Phenomenology/ Para las duras: Una fenomenología lesbiana, published in 2002 via a bicoastal collaboration between Calaca Press in San Diego, California and Chibcha Press in Buffalo, New York, an unabashed ode to sexual lust and longing between women, is a collection of prose poems, vignettes, and personal essays by a Columbian border crossing “combat femme” (de la tierra 2002: 69) and librarian, that queers the very form of a book by turning upside down the reader’s expectations of a bilingual collection.

      Like the burgeoning number of encyclopedias catering to a Latino/a audience, anthologies by and for a Chicana/Latina lesbian audience multiplied in the 2000s, beginning with the 608-page multigenre collection, this bridge we call home: Radical Visions of Transformation (2002), co-edited by Gloria Anzaldúa and AnaLouise Keating, the last Anzaldúa book to be published within her lifetime. Unlike its predecessor, Bridge Called My Back, which sought to displace the centrality of whiteness by constituting a common “radical woman of color” identity, this text seeks to interrogate the exclusivity of these racial categories and to model, instead, a “nos/ otras” or we/others approach that bridges those differences and breaks down rigid binaries. Thus, the text includes contributions by white men as well as white women, and also includes pieces by underrepresented groups such as Arabs, South Asians, and transgendered people. “Bridging is the work of opening the gate to the stranger, within and without,” Anzaldúa writes in the Preface to the book (Anzaldúa and Keating 2002: 2–3). The 18 essays in my anthology Velvet Barrios: Popular Culture and Chicana/o Sexualities (Gaspar de Alba 2003), are all located in the “closet” of gender and sexuality studies, examining the highly sexualized heroes, icons, rituals, and cultural myths within Chicano/a popular culture. In the same year, Temple University Press published Lourdes Torres and Inmaculada Pertusa’s Tortilleras: Hispanic and US Latina Lesbian Expression, one of the first academic anthologies since Emilie Bergmann and Paul Julian Smith’s Entiendes? Queer Readings, Hispanic Writings (1995) and Sylvia Molloy and Robert McKee Irwin’s Hispanisms and Homosexualities (1998) to focus on pan-Latina lesbian texts and readings within the field of Hispanic studies.

      Several Chicana lesbian novels were also published in the first decade of the new century. Carla Trujillo’s Lamba Award-winning novel, What Night Brings (2003), is a tender, tragic story about baby butch identity and physical abuse within the family. What Night Brings touches on some of the Chicano nation’s most intimate dirty secrets: the violent, alcoholic father who feels emasculated by a rebellious daughter, the enabling mother who clings to her man at the cost of her children’s safety, the family of uncles and aunts and grandmothers who know about the abuse and keep silent, who don’t interfere until it’s too late. In the midst of all the violence is the main character’s sense of humor, her sharp eye for all things “queer,” and her fervent desire to be turned into a boy so that she can act on her attraction for the girl next door.

      Desert Blood: The Juárez Murders (Gaspar de Alba 2005), my mystery novel about the ongoing crime wave of murdered young women and girls on the El Paso/Juárez border, features a Chicana lesbian amateur sleuth as its protagonist. The novel depicts a spectrum of violence against women on the border that has the misogynistic rapes and murders of poor brown Mexican women at one extreme with colonizing trade agreements, enforced birth control in the maquiladora industry, and a mother’s lesbophobia on the other. In 2007, St Martin’s Press published my second historical novel, Calligraphy of the Witch, which places a mestiza scribe – former assistant to Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz – who escaped the convent, was captured by pirates, and transported to New England on a pirate ship, within the historical moment of the New England witchcraft trials in 1692. Although it is predominantly an immigrant’s tale of forced acculturation and the recuperation of historical memory, as well as a custody battle between a biological brown mother and an adopted white mother, the mestiza protagonist’s identity as an alien papist with uncanny calligraphic skills and a penchant for reciting “hombres necios que acusáis a la mujer sin razón” (Sor Juana’s famous poem about gendered double standards) gets her accused of witchcraft. Her ability to cross linguistic and cultural borders and her diasporic experience of leaving a part of herself behind, allows her to escape her fate on the gallows by inhabiting a transgender identity.

      A new name in Chicana queer fiction emerged in 2004 with the publication of Felicia Luna Lemus’s debut novel, Trace Elements of Random Tea Parties, set in a post-punk Los Angeles with a twenty-something Chicana protagonist sowing her queer Gen X oats while haunted by La Llorona. Like Son (2007), Lemus’s second novel, branched out of the Chicana lesbian love story/family drama/social justice narrative set in California or the border to explore a transgender female-to-male (FTM) protagonist named Frank Cruz who lives in New York City and is haunted by Mexican model/painter/poet femme fatale Nahui Ollin, whom Frank believes to be reincarnated in his female lover.

      The first book-length critical examination of Chicana lesbian literature, Catriona Rueda Esquibel’s With Her Machete in Her Hand: Reading Chicana Lesbians, was published by the University of Texas Press’s Chicana Matters Series in 2006. Taking on the persona of a “girl dick,” or femme detective, on the track of the lost (i.e., marginalized) stories of Chicana lesbian writing, Rueda Esquibel shows that the Chicana lesbian literary scene is at least 30 years old and composed of more than just two writers. Her sleuthing uncovers a host of themes, characters, and situations dating back to the colonial cross-dressing escapades of the Basque “Lieutenant Nun,” Catalina de Erauso. Other historical characters that she finds lurking in the literature of Chicana lesbian fiction writers are La Llorona, La Malinche, the Aztec Princess (Ixtaccihuatl), and Sor Juana.

      Another huge year for Chicana/Latina lesbian publications was 2009. Duke University Press released The Gloria Anzaldúa Reader, edited by AnaLouise Keating, the first collection of Anzaldúa’s writings to be published posthumously, which includes several already-published theoretical pieces taken from anthologies and introductions, as well as unpublished work at different stages of completion taken from Anzaldúa’s computer after her death. Dedicated to the “living memory and infinite legacy of Gloria Anzaldúa,” Homecoming Queers: Desire and Difference in Chicana Latina Cultural Production by Marivel T. Danielson, one of the more recent Chicana lesbian critics on the block, was also published in 2009, bearing on its cover a lotería card featuring Chicana lesbian performance artist, Monica Palacios, as “La Surfer Chola.” From the ever-popular and prolific Chicana Matters Series in 2009, we get two new contributions to the literature of Chicana lesbians: Ellie D. Hernández’s Postnationalism in Chicana/o Literature and Culture, a queer Chicana reading of the time lag between the ideology of a unified cultural nationalism and the dislocations of transnational globalization in Chicano/a culture and identity politics, and the second novel to be published in the series, Emma Pérez’s Forgetting the Alamo, Or Blood Memory, winner of the Christopher Isherwood Foundation Prize for Fiction. Reading like the fictional equivalent of Decolonial Imaginary, this is an engrossing narrative of the Anglo conquest of Texas from a native Mexican woman’s perspective, namely the cross-dressed lesbian poker player and outlaw, Micaela Campos, who sets out on a journey of revenge to track down the white men who killed her father, raped her mother, and murdered her twin siblings. Along the way, she kills several men, bluffs through card games more than once, and falls in love with a mixed-race woman named Clara, making this the first Chicana lesbian Western ever written. Another Emma Pérez book reissued in 2009 was the Aunt Lute Books edition of Gulf Dreams.

      As of this writing, the four latest Chicana lesbian titles are Laura G. Gutiérrez’s Performing Mexicanidad: Vendidas y Cabareteras on the Transnational Stage (2010), Sandra Soto’s Reading Chican@ Like a Queer: The De-Mastery of Desire (2010), Our Lady of Controversy: Alma López’s “Irreverent Apparition,” which I co-edited with my wife, the Chicana artist, Alma López (Gaspar de Alba and López 2011), and Cherríe Moraga’s A Xicana Codex for a Changing Consciousness (2011). Xicana Codex is a collection of essays and poems that look back over the first ten years of the twenty-first century, and includes the drawings of her partner, the well-known Chicana lesbian artist, Celia Herrera Rodríguez. The book covers topics such as 9/11, the election of Barack Obama, and the gay marriage campaign. In Performing Mexicanidad, Laura Gutiérrez lens to an analysis of renowned Mexican and Latina performance artists such as Astrid Hadad, Nao Bustamante, and Ximena Cuevas – all of whom represent queer interpretations of nationalist identity through political satire and cabaret-style performance. Gutiérrez also looks at how controversial binational artists such as Alma López and Rolando de la Rosa queer the notion of mexicanidad by sexing the Virgin of Guadalupe and other national icons. Our Lady of Controversy brings together ten essays by feminist and lesbian scholars that look at the controversy that emerged in Santa Fe, New Mexico, in 2001 over Alma López’s photo-collage, “Our Lady.” Arguing for a revolutionary reading of the Virgin of Guadalupe, López’s representation depicts her dressed in roses to signify her miraculous “appearance,” decked with a Coyolxauhqui cape to signify her indigenous roots, and held aloft by a bare-breasted butterfly angel to signify her queerness. By looking at the chiasmi, or opposing ideas, at the heart of the 2001 controversy that arose in New Mexico in response to “Our Lady” (religion and the state, the private and the public, nation and gender, sexuality and virginity, faith and art, censorship and freedom of expression), the book offers various queer readings of “Lupe,” perhaps enacting the kind of “de-mastery of desire” to know la Virgen de Guadalupe that Soto espouses in Reading Chican@ Like a Queer. Rather than continuing to read la Virgen, or indeed, any other cultural icon or text, in rigid, canonical, or even intersectional ways, Soto argues that the de-mastery of this kind of reading leads to “reading like a queer.”

      Given the number of texts published in the last 30 years by the independent literary and mainstream markets that feature Chicana and/or Latina lesbian authors, characters, and situations, and taking into account the centrality of what Frederick Aldama calls “queer borderlands or postcolonial” (Aldama 2005: 21) theory and discourse in academia, I think it is fair to say that Chicana/Latina lesbian literature no longer lives in the margins or in the closet. On the contrary, this work has helped to create a vanguard not only in Chicano/Latino studies, but also in many other interdisciplinary fields such as American studies, women’s studies, cultural studies, and queer studies. The long-awaited publication of new gay Chicano/Latino critical texts and anthologies, together with the work of queer theorists, and the queer stories of Arturo Islas, Gil Cuadros, Rigoberto González, and Alex Espinoza, to name a few, is beginning to fill a void in the literature on queer latinidad. This queer Latino cultural renaissance may be due to a combination of factors, which include: questioning rather than protecting male privilege; the growing critical mass of queer scholars; and the current “queer is cool” factor in the publishing and culture industry. For the last 30 years, “queer” or LGBT literature in the Latin@ world has been populated almost exclusively by Chicana/Latina lesbians.
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RECOVERING THE US HISPANIC LITERARY HERITAGE

    
      José F. Aranda, Jr.
    

    
      Without a doubt, one of the most significant events in the development of US Hispanic literary history was the establishment of Recovering the US Hispanic Literary Heritage. Now in its third decade of operation, the Recovery Project (as it’s affectionately known) originally began as a ten-year initiative in the fall of 1990 with a broad mandate to locate, preserve, evaluate, and disseminate by way of publication or digital media “primary literary sources written by Hispanics in the geographic area that is now the United States from the Colonial Period to 1960” (Kanellos 1993: 13). This project was designed and implemented to combat the institutional absence and historic neglect of Hispanic contributions to US history, literature, culture, and politics. Although the terms “Hispanic” and “literary” were adopted as umbrella terms to forward the mission of the project, great editorial pains were taken to unpack the diversity of Latino/a communities from 1492 to 1960 that might be represented or impacted by the research. Recovery of the “literary” went beyond the usual genres of novels, poems, and short stories. In short, the Recovery Project envisioned a Herculean mission that included “letters, diaries, oral lore and popular culture by Cuban, Mexican, Puerto Rican, Spanish and other Hispanic residents of what has become the United States,” as well as the print culture of these communities found in newspapers and periodicals (Kanellos 1993: 13).

      While the Recovery Project always intended to accompany the reintroduction of such Hispanic texts with scholarship, the targeted audience and desired effect was always much broader than academia. Its overt goal was nothing less than creating a seismic shift in education from K to 12 and beyond and well into mainstream US culture. Since 1990, the Recovery Project has achieved many milestones along these lines, surpassing many expectations, not the least being the limits of its initial ten-year funding. To date, the Recovery Project has published more than seven volumes of scholarship stemming from its biennial conferences. It has published the first-ever comprehensive bibliography of Hispanic periodicals of the United States since the colonial period, as well as an extensive linguistic study of the evolution of the Spanish language. It has published more than 30 titles of primary materials, ranging from poetry and novels to essays, letters, biographies, autobiographies, and even Works Progress Administration era transcriptions of New Mexican folklore and oral tales. Recently, the Recovery Project has partnered with digital publisher of databases and archives, EBSCO, to make available to libraries much that has been recovered up to now, expanding exponentially beyond print media what can be made available to students and scholars alike.

      To better understand the origins and mission of the Recovery Project and its achievements, it would be useful to remember the intellectual and institutional context from which it emerged, especially as it emerged from the Civil Rights Movement of the preceding two decades. The feminist recovery of US women writers fueled a growing impatience with the canonicity of dead white male writers. Because of this impatience, Florence Howe and Paul Lauter launched The Feminist Press (1970). They republished the works of Rebecca Harding Davis, Agnes Smedley, and of course Charlotte Perkins Gilman. Elsewhere, civil rights novelist and activist Alice Walker advocated on behalf of Zora Neale Hurston and her novels, most notably Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937, 1975). Throughout the 1970s, other individuals and groups started very similar recovery efforts. From Asian-American scholars came Aiiieeeee! An Anthology of Asian-American Writers (Chin et al 1974), which included authors Carlos Bulosan and John Okada. From Native American scholars, authors such as Samson Occom, John Rollin Ridge, Zitkala Sa, and D’Arcy McNickle, to name a few helped to deepen the heated debate on race and manifest destiny in the nineteenth century. Into this moment appears the republication of Harriet Jacob’s 1861 slave narrative, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, edited by Jean Fagan Yellin (1987). Altogether, these recovery efforts deconstructed long-hallowed habits of exceptionalism that had underwritten “American literature” and its study for most of the twentieth century. These changes invariably met fierce reaction. Issues of recovery were very often at the center of other controversial topics such as the canon wars, the culture wars, the PC wars, and debates over multiculturalism. By the end of the 1980s, “recovery” as a theme, method, and argument was at the crux of what it meant to be a US literary critic.

      Like its predecessors, the Recovery Project also emerges out of a community of diverse activists, writers, and scholars committed to social change. As each Latino/a group develops its own political response to the Civil Rights Movement, there are these profound eruptions of artistic production from “Flor y Canto” gatherings among Chicanos/as to the Nuyorican Poets Café in the East Village of New York City. There is of course the dramatic appearance of Civil Rights inspired books by Latino writers such as Piri Thomas (Down These Mean Streets, 1967) and Tomás Rivera (… y no se lo tragó la tierra, 1971), followed by the Latina feminist response by a multitude of writers like Lorna Dee Cervantes, Nicholasa Mohr, Ana Castillo, and more, nowhere better captured than in the 1981 anthology by Cherríe Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa, This Bridge Called My Back: Writing by Radical Women of Color. To remember This Bridge Called My Back is to remember the importance of other presses such as Kitchen Table: Women of Color Press and Aunt Lute Books in the early 1980s to women authors of color, especially lesbian authors of color. It should go without saying that Arte Público Press (1979) is right in the thick of this moment of alternative and activist cultural production, developing and promoting writers who will gain national notice such as Gary Soto, Julia Alvarez, Tato Laviera, Sandra Cisneros, and Judith Ortiz Cofer to name a few. In addition, credit should be given to the appearance of other Hispanic presses and journals that grew out of the various parts of the Civil Rights Movement, such as Quinto Sol, Bilingual Review Press, Aztlán: A Journal of Chicano Studies, Revista Chicano-Requeña; each contributed to the context that would help set the stage for the Recovery Project’s emergence.

      Having said this, there also needs to be some attention to the disciplinary origins of the make-up of the Recovery Board. Right from the beginning, probably because of his experience as co-founding editor of Revista Chicano-Riqueña and founder of Arte Público Press, Nicolás Kanellos established a faculty governance of the project that was internationalist, interdisciplinary, and ideologically capacious. The early Recovery Board included archivists, linguists, historians, and literary critics. The ethnic identities of the board members included Mexican-American, Puerto Rican, Cuban-American, and Dominican-American. Regionally, the institutional homes of the board members were in Puerto Rico, New York, Florida, Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, California, Colorado, and Mexico. The board included feminist critics and feminist historians, as well as labor historians, literary historians, and librarians of special collections. By contrast, the board’s diversity was balanced by its collective historicist character; its rich and complex regard for the Spanish language and colonial legacies, including literary and political influences (revolutionary as well as conservative) from Latin America; and finally its unified political commitment to bettering the educational opportunities for all Hispanic Americans.

      For all the above reasons, the initial wave of scholarship and publication mirrors a diversity of interests and opinions debated by the board. The initial volumes of essays that stemmed from the biennial conferences provided broad historical overviews of Mexican-American literature, Puerto Rican literature and US Cuban literature. Such overviews were followed by more specific studies either in topic or genre or medium, such as race and gender, or corridos versus novels, or theater versus newspapers. The issue of language was (and is) a persistent category of discussion and analysis in the Recovery Board. While the vast majority of its archives are in Spanish, the Recovery Board had to navigate the social and cultural limits imposed by the monolingualism of the US. Part of the negotiation over language stemmed from the project’s symbolic need to demonstrate allegiance to a broadly construed US nationalism. These recovered texts needed to speak toward a multi-cultural American heritage. This was certainly the case made to the project’s early sponsors, which included the National Endowment for the Arts, the Rockefeller Foundation, AT&T Foundation, and Andrew W. Mellon Foundation. At a practical level, the demands of the publishing marketplace and the dominance of English in academia and classrooms conditioned how the project might to be able to finance its intervention into mainstream curriculums. Translating texts into English would require more funding, but would also take more time to publish. By contrast, recovered texts such as María Amparo Ruiz de Burton’s The Squatter and The Don (1885, 1992), a novel that depicts the effects of unbridled greed by railroad monopolists in California, found their way to publication quickly in part because they were written in English. All the same, it was the recognized scholarly value of the text that ultimately convinced the board The Squatter and the Don would find an audience in English and history departments.

      With a similar logic in mind, the Recovery Project would determine whether to translate a text into English or publish it in Spanish based on the research produced by its recoverer, its potential for scholarly intervention, and its potential for course adoption by teachers of Hispanic literature. One early translation was the failed conquistador’s narrative in The Account: Álvar Nuñez Cabeza de Vaca’ón (1542, 1993). In their introduction, the translators, Martin A. Favata and José B. Fernández (1993: 19–20), argued that their new translation of Relación was responding to renewed scholarly interest in colonial texts of contact. They had already produced an annotated edition of the text in Spanish (1986), but for the text to reach a larger audience, a modernized English translation was needed, especially one that would incorporate the latest research but also correct errors of fact and mistranslations from previous attempts. Nevertheless, in some cases, it made better editorial and pedagogical sense to publish texts in their original Spanish because of the intervention they could make in the context of US Spanish departments. Many early board members for example, including Dr. Kanellos, either received their doctorates from, or were located academically, or both, in departments of Spanish throughout the country. The Recovery Project represented to them the culmination of research and intervention into the cultural politics of their fields and departments that had been resistant and combative to literature in Spanish by Chicanos/as, or Puerto Ricans, or exiled Latin Americans in the US for decades. Within a few years, texts such as Jicoténcal, the first historical novel published in Spanish in Philadelphia by Cuban exile Félix Varela in 1826, or El Laúd de Desterrado, an 1885 collection of pro-independence poetry by Cuban exiles in the US edited by José Elias Hernández and published in New York City, or Lucas Guevara, the first novel in Spanish that chronicles the dif-ficulties of Spanish-speaking immigrants in New York City, written by Columbian exile Alirio Díaz Guerra and also published in New York City, begin to find their entry into the curriculum of Spanish departments for the first time ever in the 1990s.

      Then, as now, the Recovery Project has placed a premium on making interventions in critical inquiry that has undervalued or ignored contributions by Hispanic writers. Most times, this intervention takes the shape of a research grant that gives a scholar time and funding to investigate a writer that has been all but forgotten. Such was the case of Amy Doherty who brought out a collection of short stories written in English by María Cristina Mena (The Collected Stories of María Cristina Mena, 1997). A Mexican immigrant, Mena wrote in New York City at the height of the modernist period, becoming friends with the likes of D.H. Lawrence; she even had a short story published by T.S. Eliot. At times, the intervention manages to provoke deep conceptual changes. Such was the case in revising nineteenth-century US literary history in light of the Mexican-American War and authors such as María Amparo Ruiz de Burton, or the exiled presence of a figure such as Cuban revolutionary José Martí in the US. Similarly, by publishing early Latina feminist texts by writers such as Puerto Rican author Luisa Capetillo or Mexican revolutionary Leonor Villegas de Magnón, the Recovery Project has drawn attention to early twentieth-century examples of transnational political writing. Thus, we learn from the Recovery Project that the critique and negotiation of borders and borderlands has been an ongoing concern of Hispanic writers since the nineteenth century, and not just along the US-Mexico border.

      If in hindsight one can observe that the Recovery Project made interventions at the material level of archives themselves, and their importance to actual institutional change, such as the current presence of recovery publications in all the major research libraries in the United States, one can also observe the cultural work that these interventions performed symbolically in a society dominated by an Anglo-European historiography. For example, the 1993 translation of Alvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca’s 1542 Relación is among the first publications sponsored by the Recovery Project. The decision to publish this text, looking back, was, I would argue, a key event in the history of the Recovery Project. Obviously by 1993, Recovery scholars were already predisposed to think about colonialism and postcolonialism, borderlands and transnational exchanges, especially in the years leading up to the quincentennial commemoration of Columbus’s sailing west from Spain in 1492. Thus the publication of the Relación can be seen now as part of the alternative discourse that sought to critique the unproblematic celebrations of the colonialization of the Americas that were being staged in Spain and throughout the Americas. Why? Well, largely because Cabeza de Vaca’s text refuses to lend itself to any kind of attempt to naturalize and sanitize the unfolding events of colonialism in the Americas. Unlike William Bradford’s Of Plymouth Plantation, which chronicles the history of the Puritan Pilgrims who landed in 1620, Relación is a narrative of tragedy, ambivalence, and hubris, as well as a chronicle that represents the humanity that was entrapped by colonial forces beyond any one individual control.

      The translation of Relación signaled, then and now, the Recovery Project’s basic commitment to make available histories, texts, and scholarship that are self-consciously deployed to act as de-colonizing sites of knowledge. At the pedagogical level, these sites of de-colonization are most dramatic, and hence poignant, when the contact zone of coloniality transcends, but does not forget, the violence and genocide that colonialism perpetrated against indigenous peoples. I say transcend because, time and time again, the object lesson of the Recovery Project has not been to prove European violence and genocide, but rather to preserve and represent the humanity that resisted total annihilation of the body, but also the total subjugation of the collective spirit of peoples targeted by colonialism. It is in this context that we see a whole different contact zone emerge: on the one hand, because of colonial pressure formerly separate and differentiated peoples came into contact with one another, but on the other hand, because of the same colonial pressure, new alliances and new strategies evolved to make sense of and react against colonial oppressions and masters.

      Like many Recovery texts, Relación reflects a pattern of expected and unexpected interconnectedness between colonizer and colonized. Thus, we see Cabeza de Vaca fully clothed and invested by colonial superiority in the beginning of the expedition, but also alternatively naked and destitute on the shores of present-day Galveston Island, or thereabouts. Stripped of the European artifacts of his Old World, it is then that Cabeza de Vaca re-enters the contact zone created by Columbus’s “discovery” of the “Indies,” not as conquistador but as “captivo” and “esclavo.” As many have noted, this was no simple reversal of fortunes, but as the text and later actions of Cabeza de Vaca indicate, a wholesale transformation, both political and spiritual, of him as a subject and object of colonialism itself. Eight years after the start of the expedition in 1527 and close to reuniting with his “countrymen,” Cabeza de Vaca finds himself followed by this specter of a mass of moving native followers. Ironically, at the end of the journey, he is neither physically or culturally recognizable to his own people. In turn, he admits, albeit passively, he is no longer one of them, the Spaniards. And what of those natives who followed Cabeza de Vaca because they saw in him or projected onto him the status of healer and intermediary? As those who have read the text and know Cabeza de Vaca’s biography are aware, he could only momentarily protect his native followers from his Spanish compatriots, but therein lies the final and perhaps true moral lesson of this text. While Cabeza de Vaca wanted to protect them from the very colonialism begun in 1492, he could only succeed as an individual and only in isolated moments.

      The somber intervention that a Recovery text such as Relación makes is not just limited to mainstream discourses and histories. Over the last 20 years, the Recovery Project has produced research and scholarship that has also fundamentally challenged the status quo in Chicano/a studies, Puerto Rican studies, and Latino/a studies to be sure. Just six years into the project, Erlinda Gonzáles-Berry and Chuck Tatum, editors of the second volume of essays, articulated what was increasingly becoming obvious:


      
        Each recovered text points to the complexity of our historical experience, to the vast differences within, including class differences. Much of the critical work presented at the Recovery Project’s second and third conferences revolves around an analysis of how internal differences contributed to a variety of discourses, some of them openly resistant [to US imperialism], others ambivalent about assimilation, and still others, somewhere in-between.

        (Gonzáles-Berry and Tatum 1996: 14)

      

      
Precisely because of this recovered “complexity,” Hispanic fields that emerged out of the Civil Rights Movement are engaging with histories, cultures, politics, and social movements that were largely unavailable during the 1960s and 1970s. This recovered “complexity” has in fact routinely forced discussions and debates around definitions and identities that were themselves debated and routinely challenged in the 1960s and 1970s. For example, is literature by writers of Mexican descent in the nineteenth century Chicano or Chicana? For that matter, what makes Chicano literature Chicano and not more simply Mexican-American? If Chicano literature represents a set of ideological and aesthetic conditions generally associated with the Chicano Movement, what are the ideological and aesthetic conditions of texts written by Mexican-Americans before the Civil Rights Movement? Furthermore, how do we begin to compare these pre-Chicano Movement writers of Mexican descent with Chicano and Chicana writers? And in their own historical moment, how do we understand them alongside their contemporaries from Frederick Douglass and Harriet Beecher Stowe to William Faulkner and Sylvia Plath? Invariably, to understand these recovered writers of Mexican descent is to understand differently not only the world they wrote about, but those others who also resided in their world however marginally, be they Henry James or Edith Wharton.

      The opportunity that a recovered literary figure brings to discussions of American literature is not just about revising the canon but more importantly about generating an ongoing dialogue between American critics and Recovery scholars. For nineteenth-century Americanist scholars, it is about the status of Mexican America as it emerges from the Mexican-American War and the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. In particular, this kind of dialogue not only makes a case for interdisciplinary studies of Mexican-American literature, but also for the need to approach American literature in a comparative fashion. The argument here is that any analysis of race, gender, and class involving US or American literature necessarily requires a juxtaposition of different cultures and cultural consumers at any given historical moment. It is therefore crucial to historicize the rise of Anglo and Mexican literary traditions, especially in the US West, as occurring alongside each other, not as independent cultural productions, but instead as competitive and interdependent texts that forge together a national literature indicative of the social moment that produced them.

      For example, though the Mexican-American War and subjects like the ill fate of the Californios after 1848, or the rise of the Western dime novel, have been of long interest to both nineteenth-century historians and literary critics, the Recovery Project has brought a certain inflection not heard before. This difference can be measured in the republication of two novels, Who Would Have Thought It? (1872) and The Squatter and the Don (1885), written in English, by María Amparo Ruiz de Burton. Born in Baja California, she made her adult home in the state of California after 1848. She married an Anglo officer by the name of Henry S. Burton, wrote plays in addition to her novels, and during the Civil War acquainted herself with such diverse public figures as Abraham and Mary Todd Lincoln and Jefferson and Varina Davis. While these facts alone might interest historians, the real potential lies in revisiting the historical terrain traversed by Californios during the Mexican-American War and its aftermath. What is particularly provocative and instructive about the demise of the Californios, and many other elite Mexicanos throughout the West, are the rhetorical, legal, and documentary means these individuals undertook to compete with the new colonial structures that challenged them after 1848.

      Ruiz de Burton’s novels, in particular The Squatter and The Don, dramatize the kind of complex and at times contradictory negotiations Californios engaged in after 1848. Although The Squatter and The Don clearly champions the civil rights of Californios on the issue of illegal land dispossession, it does so through a highly problematic endorsement of vigilantism. The brand of 1880s vigilantism expressed in her novel has more in common with the ideology of displaced white Southerners in California for whom an anti-government, anti-monopoly populism had become a political strategy during Reconstruction. That Ruiz de Burton would side with this kind of nativist populism is representative of the difficulties her writings pose to Chicano/a critics looking for a positive “usable past” in the nineteenth century. Indeed, many recovery texts have similarly challenged scholars to question the “presentist” orientation of much contemporary Latino/a scholarship when it comes to historical assessment. Because Ruiz de Burton’s novels so clearly appraise the political, social, and racial character of her contemporary moment, one is in a position to measure the historical forces that conditioned her as a writer and the cultural context of her writings long before the Civil Rights Movement and the rise of Latino/a studies. In The Squatter and The Don, Ruiz de Burton’s literary battle for the return of land grants to Californios coincides with the ever-growing but differently complicated land struggles in the West between Mexican-Americans, Native Americans, Anglo settlers and the consolidation of big business interests such as the railroad. Viewed in this manner, one should be able to return to the more canonical texts of anti-railroad monopolism, like those of Josiah Royce and Frank Norris, and understand the literary critique of culture in these novels as differently situated by race, class, gender, and colonial history. This is the kind of difference the Recovery Project brings to bear on US literary criticism.

      There is no doubt that the content of these Recovery Project texts has forever altered our thoughts about what constitutes American literary history. It is no longer just a matter of tracing out “Mexican” images, themes, stereotypes, symbols, etc. in American literature, but the more difficult task of deliberating, debating, and assigning the significance of this Latino/a writer in relationship to this other writer, in relationship to this whole set of non-Latino/a writers. Yes, Henry David Thoreau did publicly condemn the Mexican-American War as it was being waged and fought, but so did María Amparo Ruiz de Burton, but only long after the war, and for entirely different reasons and only after her personal family misfortunes seemed to parallel, in her mind, the demise of elite Californio society. In light of the challenges, surprises, and complexities that writers such as Ruiz de Burton pose to us at the beginning of the twenty-first century, it will be interesting to assess in another ten years how the past, present, and future of Latinos/as in the United States is reflected in a literary past no longer caught up in the dominant culture’s amnesia about Hispanics in America. Further, it is tantalizing to ponder what effect these materials will have on shaping contemporary Hispanic or American writing as this literary history becomes as well known and fundamental as any Hawthorne or Twain, or Dickinson or Bishop.

      Much of what the Recovery Project has accomplished and still hopes to accomplish bears directly on the actions of those activists and visionaries who once imagined new and untried things for people of Hispanic descent in the US. Nicolás Kanellos tells a great anecdote of one such person, the much-beloved Tomás Rivera (Kanellos 2000). Like most of his generation, Rivera was restless as a writer, teacher, and scholar. Individual success was not always enough. To anyone who would listen, he would argue that it was not only essential that we write “our” stories but that we get “our” stories into the hands of our “gente,” our people. And he meant literally into the hands of our people. To combat decades of neglect and pernicious Eurocentric elitism, Rivera’s dream was to make Chicana and Chicano writers available in the supermarket, putting our stories front and center among the produce, milk, and bread of daily existence. Unfortunately, he died way too young. But Nicolás Kanellos never forgot the essential lesson of Rivera’s dream: for literature to mean something it has to be read; for literature to inspire it has to be available; for literature to be claimed it must speak to those who read it. In 2000 and 2001, Rivera’s dream of bringing Hispanic literature to the supermarket became a reality. Arte Público Press joined forces with a couple of grocery chains that cater primarily to Hispanic communities in Houston, Texas.

      Sadly, that cooperation with the grocery chains failed to translate into an economically self-sustaining venture, and as a result, the program was discontinued. But the original idea still has validity even if right now more people read magazines such as People en español, or Hispanic, or Latina, than let’s say recovered texts such as George Washington Gómez (Paredes 1990) or Caballero (González and Raleigh 1996). The validity comes about from two widely shared premises about literature in US literary studies: one that literature is always a potential vehicle or venue for political consciousness; two, that a widely and publicly shared sense of history and culture does not only build imagined and real communities but also underwrites a community’s ability to represent itself. For someone like Rivera, who remembers finding Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass (1855) in a trash heap while his folks were busy as migrant workers, he would probably admit that that childhood experience represents the kind of poverty he was after in his novel, … y no se lo tragó la tierra. But he would probably also agree that, as tragic as that experience would seem to be, at least there was a Walt Whitman to find.

      Looking at the trajectory of the Recovery Project, like Arte Público Press itself, you can sense a very similar Rivera-like mission in the work of Nicolás Kanellos, especially when it comes to the historic and cultural void Latinos/as seem to have occupied until very recently. As institutions, Kanellos’s Arte Público Press and the Recovery Project have revealed over time how incredibly constructed this void has been. Between Arte Público Press, the largest publisher of contemporary Latino/a writers, and the Recovery Project, the longest sustained recovery effort of its kind in the US, something rather unique has been created, and that is a conspicuous attempt to unify well-publicized desires of the Latino groups of the 1960s and 1970s: a sense of history and a sense of literature as contained within the real and symbolic that a sense of place confirms. Together, Arte Público Press and the Recovery Project are laying down the infrastructure that will simultaneously give an answer to the void about Hispanics in the US and provide a new material reality, so much so that its surplus finds its way from libraries to classrooms to homes and – dare we dream? – to trash heaps.
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AUTHORS, READERS, AND THE MEDIATIONS OF PRINT CULTURE

    
      Kirsten Silva Gruesz
    

    
      Where does the meaning of a literary work reside? Our learned reflex is to plunge deep into the text, searching out meanings we assume the author has buried for us to find. But the absent communication between writer and reader is enabled, influenced, and sometimes interrupted by a host of other people: agents, editors, marketers, critics, reviewers, advertisers, librarians, and translators. The exchange is mediated as well by the object that contains the text: whether printed on paper or keyboarded into appearance on a backlit screen, books are embedded in the physical world – produced by the transformation of natural and chemical resources, distributed as a commodity within an economic supply chain, transmitted and stored in ways that reflect a society’s values about writing itself. Together these historical, material, and ideological circumstances comprise the conditions of possibility of making meaning from texts.

      Such factors may seem pedestrian, or not intellectually challenging for interpreters. Latino literary scholarship has historically emphasized social questions such as identity and the experience of marginality, yet the contextual evidence it gravitates toward is often limited to the author’s life experiences and a general set of historical parameters that have shaped them. These contexts tend to be subsumed into questions of representation: whether a particular novel does or doesn’t offer a realistic or critical or visionary portrayal of Latino life. Focusing on such textual representations can offer insight into the ways ideology works, but at the cost of overlooking the larger landscape surrounding that work’s existence – including the vital question of who its audience really is, and why they would be drawn to this form of cultural expression over others. By stepping back to consider literature’s conditions of possibility – access to literacy and to authorship, the material and historical reality of printed objects, the social value attached to competency in decoding certain kinds of texts – we gain perspective on the everyday workings of reading as a social practice. Approaching literature as a product of a specific culture of print conjoins the methodologies of popular culture studies and the close reading for aesthetic and ideological meanings that is more traditionally practiced in literary studies. Studying how literature’s conditions of possibility have transformed over time can, moreover, illuminate the moment of media transformation in which we now find ourselves.

    

    
      The history of the book: Issues and methods

      The interdisciplinary field of book history (an inadequate shorthand, since print appears in many formats besides the bound book) has emerged in recent years as a meeting-place of materialist and historicist approaches to literature. Its origins lie in bibliography: the systematic ordering and classifying of books and other written and printed material, a vital tool for librarians, collectors, and rare-book dealers, as well as a cornerstone of textual editing. Bibliographers describe textual objects – their size and shape and binding; the differences between individual copies; their provenance – using a system of abbreviations that resembles scientific notation. As postmodern bibliographical theorists such as D.F. McKenzie were challenging the objectivity of these methods of classification, a school of historians interested in the lives of ordinary people began to rethink the pivotal role of print in the making of modern life. They focused less on the genius of individuals and more on the spread of revolutionary ideas by way of the new public sphere of print. The invention of the printing press not only made it possible to spread subversive ideas; it profoundly realigned the cultures it touched, moving them away from scribal and oral-performative practices and into increasing institutional dependence upon the printed word. Among these massive shifts was the rise of new occupational categories and forms of self-identification related to print, such as the professional author. Books and other artifacts of print culture began to take on more than antiquarian interest: through them, one could tell the story of how everyday people became modern.

      Robert Darnton famously sketched the model of a “communications circuit” that, in his words,


      
        runs from the author to the publisher (if the bookseller does not assume that role), the printer, the shipper, the bookseller, and the reader. The reader completes the circuit because he influences the author both before and after the act of composition.

        (Darnton 2002: 11)

      

      
For book historians each step along that path of production, distribution, and reception was potentially significant. Researchers have shown that even a detail as mundane as a spike in the price of the cotton rags once used to produce paper could keep certain texts out of circulation at crucial moments. Their insistence upon the labor conditions and markets that affect each stage in the communications circuit emphasizes the agency of other persons in that circuit aside from authors or readers: the rag-pickers and paper-millers, typesetters and bookbinders; the small printer-publishers who sometimes risked their livelihood to sponsor authors; the agents and booksellers who created new distribution channels and shilled their products in increasingly sophisticated ways. The mutual dependency of all these occupations, particularly from the eighteenth century forward, initiated the symbiotic relationship of creative writers to their agents, editors, and publishers that endures today as one of the least transparent, most overlooked elements of the social life of books.

      One of the key differences between a book-history approach and mainstream literary criticism, then, is its broader vision of what counts as evidence about social and historical context – and that in turn prompts different research questions. While traditional literary history might ask, What was the author thinking?, a print-culture scholar would wonder, How did that individual understand, and gain access to, authorship? The “author” is not simply a person but a social position burdened by locally particular expectations, values, and assumptions. It is a position that some are able to claim more confidently than others; that women and other marginalized or stigmatized groups have had to occupy in a more precarious way. For example, María Amparo Ruiz de Burton did not sign her name to either of her two novels (published in 1872 and 1885): one was anonymous; the other used a presumptively male pseudonym, C. Leal. In previous centuries, it was thought that women sullied the honor of their names by allowing them to appear in print – but by Ruiz de Burton’s time, the English-speaking world was full of professional women authors. Was the cloaking of her name a recognition of stricter gender conventions among Mexicans (although she was by then living in the US and writing in English), or a canny deployment of the common practice of publishing scandalous or politically charged material under a pseudonym? To make either case convincingly, a critic would have to understand then-prevailing social conventions about authorship, and back them up with informed guesses about intended and actual readership.

      While scholars have always been interested in the responses of readers, two groups of them – professional critics and other writers – have been privileged over ordinary readers. A print-culture approach would also inquire into what specialized literacies are needed to make sense of a text: familiarity with the conventions of a genre, with allusions to other works, or with the common vocabulary of another language (as we see in Latino works that code-switch between English and Spanish). It would ask where in a particular society these specialized reading abilities would have been learned; what values and prestige were attached to certain genres and forms of writing over others; and finally, how reading itself was practiced. The stereotype of a solitary, silent reader curled up in an armchair is only one of many historical possibilities for literary reading; it could also take place in a state-sponsored classroom, in a family, community, or workplace setting, and could be performed aloud, perhaps with gestural accompaniment.

      Meaning, in other words, does not travel a simple two-way path between author and reader because there are so many other social influences upon each of them – and because we must also consider the path, inevitably mediated by others, that this communication had to travel between those two points on the circuit. An updated version of Darnton’s communications circuit imagines every textual object as undergoing five distinct “events”: publication, manufacture, distribution, reception, and survival (see Darnton 2007: 502–4). Publication entwines the creative labor of the author with that of transcribers, editors, translators, illustrators, proofreaders. Manufacture links the technological skills of paper-makers, type-cutters and typesetters, engravers, designers and printers to the economic domains of publishers whose capital finances the process. Distribution involves not only entrepreneurial book merchants, brokers, and subscription agents (whose choice of shipping routes has a direct impact on readership patterns), but also non-monetary modes of distribution such as gifting, in-kind exchange, and theft. Reception describes the way specialized groups of readers create the work’s reputation, especially critics, reviewers, and other writers who may be influenced by prior marketing and “buzz” as much as by their own reading of the text. A work’s reception among specific kinds of readers can be measured by public and private library records, marginalia, and its adoption among educational or community groups such as book clubs. Such adoption contributes to a work’s survival – what becomes permanently enshrined in the canon, or discarded as worthless, because of the actions of collectors and archivists.

      These five events might be seen as stages in the life cycle of a work, and they are deeply interwoven. A change in conditions of censorship or government regulation of copyright will affect every point in the circuit. The now-common-sensical concept of intellectual property – that individuals can own their original thoughts and ideas – only became necessary when print technology began to provide the ready means of reproducing and spreading them far away, where the author could not personally vouch for or defend them. But the print revolution also meant that such author-ized works could be counterfeited, taken possession of by others. Every society touched by print has had to develop means by which to attempt to control both printing and reprinting. Without widely enforced international copyright laws prior to the twentieth century, it was common practice to produce such unauthorized copies (as well as adaptations, translations, and imitations) for profit. Once disdained by textual editors as impure, these non-original reprintings have elicited great interest among book historians as evidence of how a particular work eventually found its multiple audiences (see especially McGann 2001). The work of copyright-evading “pirates” is complemented by the work of contraband smugglers who helped disseminate works where there were censorship restrictions: another kind of piracy.

      As with most historical questions, there is never enough evidence to flesh out every component of the history of print cultures in full. Although it may seem easier to follow how these circuits of communication operate today than in the past – a few clicks of the mouse can yield numerous reviews of a recent novel, and with a little more effort a researcher can design and implement a quantitative reader survey – some points along today’s circuit are in fact difficult to study. Publishing houses are extremely secretive about contractual arrangements, sales figures, marketing strategies, and other information readily available about works published a century ago. Nor do we know enough about the crucial role of contemporary literary agents, who broker the conditions of publication while serving as gatekeepers between authors and audiences. For instance, the efforts of a single agent, Susan Bergholz, were instrumental in the breakthrough of several Latino/a writers who finally received national attention in the 1990s: she represented las girlfriends Ana Castillo, Denise Chávez, Sandra Cisneros and Julia Alvarez, as well as Luis Rodríguez. As the means by which authorial reputations are formed and managed keep changing rapidly, agents such as Sandra Dijkstra, Stuart Bernstein, Thomas Colchie, and Nicole Aragi continue to negotiate the literary market’s on-and-off desire to brand Latino/a texts as “ethnic” or “mainstream.” A book-history perspective, then, is useful not only for analyzing the distant and recent past. It reveals that certain conditions of print culture that seem natural and universal to us are in fact contingent upon a delicate conjunction of circumstances.

    

    
      Latino print culture: Special considerations

      The codex, or bound book, has always enjoyed a particular literary prestige. But since most US book publishers have historically focused almost exclusively on English works, that kind of literary legitimacy has been harder to attain for those who wrote in another language. In the many social worlds that Latinos have inhabited over time (long before the term “Latino” was even coined), pleasure reading was just as likely to be disseminated through less expensive, more portable, more accessible formats: newspapers, periodicals, and pamphlets. Printers found other ways to serve – and to reach beyond – their local communities. They produced broadsides, large single sheets of paper containing manifestos, political statements, or songs that could be sold for even less than a newspaper. Many ballads or corridos, which combined the functions of entertainment and news, were circulated from town to town in this way. Raúl Coronado (forthcoming) has reconstructed the case of revolutionary José Gutiérrez de Lara, who printed a broadside continuing the first proclamation of independence from Spain and circulated it around Texas on horseback in 1811–12: a forgotten but significant analogue to the American Revolution. In addition to reminding us that many important texts were not originally bound as books – which is even more likely among groups that are marginalized linguistically, politically, and economically – the phrase “print culture” also emphasizes the truism that print is itself an agent of social change.

      Hundreds of newspapers flourished in the border zones – both rural and urban – where Latinos congregated as early as the mid-nineteenth century, reaching their height in the mid-twentieth. Poems by local or established writers; humorous and satirical sketches; and installments of serialized novels were prominently featured in most, suggesting a strong demand for pleasure reading among reading-competent Latinos and the many others who were barely or partially literate – a skilled readers in a town or family would have read out loud. Small-town editors reprinted items from other Spanish papers far away, and in so doing linked the local audience to national and transnational communities of readers – like the character in Aristeo Brito’s El diablo en Texas [The Devil in Texas] who starts his own newspaper: “to his surprise he began to receive newspapers from California, Trinidad, Colorado, Laredo, New Mexico, and from places where he never even suspected there were Mexicans” (Brito 1990: 15). There is an astonishing variety of geographical locations and political positions represented among even that small portion of these periodicals and pamphlets that have survived the ravages of time, and research into their contents has only recently begun (see Kanellos 2011; Gruesz 2001). Like their English-speaking counterparts, Latino writers often had experience in the publishing trades and set out to found a new periodical in the hopes of realizing their personal literary ambitions. Eusebio José Gómez, a Louisiana-born newspaperman with ties to Cuba, launched and co-edited a successful New Orleans newspaper in the 1840s, using that opportunity to serialize his own novel in the paper. New Mexican journalist Eusebio Chacón chose to print his two novellas of the 1880s as separate pamphlets, probably for private distribution.

      With the obsolescence of the hand-press and the coming of the automatic typesetter, by the turn of the early twentieth century the high cost of modern printing equipment made it prohibitive to launch small-scale publishing concerns. Other technologies became inexpensive, however, providing the conditions for yet other literary renaissances: the spirit duplicator (“ditto machine”) was widely used to produce key publications linked to the Chicano and Puerto Rican movements of the 1960s and 1970s, as well as college literary magazines that incubated many important writers from this period. Xerographic machines have cheaply reproduced countless small publications since the 1980s: Jim Mendiola’s 1996 film Pretty Vacant memorializes this scene in the character of Molly, who writes and photocopies her own ’zine dedicated to punk rock and Chicano/a icons.

      Publishing has never been an easy business, and many have supported their cultural enterprises with job printing of tickets, calling cards, prayer and funeral cards, wedding announcements, parade and theatre programs, and other everyday materials. Such printed ephemera often uses typography and visual icons more creatively than do periodicals or books, reminding us that print culture is intermedial: the reading eye interprets by way of visual cues like spacing, layout and non-alphabetic signs as well as through alphabetic decipherment. With the rise of illustrated monthlies during the later nineteenth century, engravings (and, a few decades later, photo-reproductions) began to outweigh text in some print formats. One New York publisher identified an “ethnic market” by spinning off Spanish-language versions of their popular magazines as early as the 1870s: the predecessors of today’s Vanidades or Latina. On the other end of the popularity scale, fine-art printing represents small-scale artisanship that maximizes both the visual and linguistic components of a work: often used for poetry chapbooks, it also has resulted in beautiful marriages of form and function such as Codex Espangliensis: From Columbus to the Border Patrol, a 2001 collaboration between Guillermo Gómez-Peña’s words, Enrique Chagoya’s collages, and printer Felicia Rice’s elaborately folded homage to Aztec codices.

      The challenging conditions under which Latino literary cultures have developed – the odds against a work in anything but monolingual standard English being published in the US, and against such a work being reckoned important enough to preserve – can confound literary-historical ideas such as influence and periodization. Américo Paredes’s novel George Washington Gómez was written in the 1930s but not published until 1990, when it was “recovered” as a Chicano classic. Lags between the nodes of the communications circuit occur in time as well as space. Due to the historical lack of interest in Latino literature among critics in Anglo-America as well as in Latino countries of origin (the disdain toward Nuyorican writing shown for many years by island Puerto Rican critics, and of Chicano literature by chilangos from Mexico City, are stories unto themselves), a crucial part of the feedback loop to authors remained slumbering until the late 1970s – when, for instance, Chicano Movement publications went out of their way to review new novels and books of poetry, further encouraging writers by establishing literary prizes (Martín-Rodríguez 2003: 16–20). Yet the very success of these works, as they increasingly reached mainstream readers, lessened the incentive to write in Spanish, altering the linguistic balance among Chicano/a books published since then (Martín-Rodríguez 2003: 107–12). Printed objects have life chances, just as people do: an interruption or re-wiring of any node in the circuit of communications can endanger – or improve – those chances.

    

    
      Latino reading and literacy practices

      Since Latinos have historically had lower rates of literacy (in either English or Spanish) than the national US population in general, many scholars have tagged oral expression as the site of authentically “popular” culture, with literary traditions gradually filtering down from the elite classes. Yet the lives of non-lettered people in the Americas have always been powerfully affected by the fact that every colony, nation, and commonwealth in the New World has been dominated by a writing-based governmental and religious culture. It is more accurate to envision oral, performative, scribal, and print cultures as overlapping, rather than successive. The payada tradition in which vernacular poets sing or rap their décimas [ten-line stanzas] in public contests – practiced in many parts of Latin America but with particular vigor in Puerto Rico – is a good example. Contemporary trovadores might just as readily memorize décimas from printed texts or, following a thousand-year-old tradition, improvise their performance – later to see their words recorded and distributed in type or video.

      As ethnographers and education researchers have recently emphasized, literacy is not a switch-like cognitive skill that individuals either have or don’t have, but rather a social practice, a “situated, communicative competence embedded in acquired, ‘deep’ cultural knowledge and learnt models” (Baynham and Prinsloo 2009: 3). Literacy does not signify a fixed position but a continuum, ranging from a bare-bones ability to decode the signs of the alphabet to the possession of the multiple, specialized literacies required to comprehend more specific kinds of texts (such as a poem rich in classical allusions, or a street rap). The challenge of describing the behavior of Latinos as readers over time, then, begins with the complexity of our cultures of literacy, for the dual-language experience that most Latinos have lived means that there are two continuums to consider.

      While historians of print culture in the US could use census data to identify how many people in a household could read and write – and thus extrapolate how many potential readers lived in a particular distribution area – those census-takers sought information about literacy in English, not Spanish. Such a blunt quantitative instrument would miss many women who had been taught to read but not to write, as well as those who encountered a text as something other than the idealized silent-reading individual: particularly in rural contexts and in linguistic enclaves, there were many more “readers” than had actually passed their eyes over a page. The lectores employed in tobacco factories in Florida and Cuba at the turn of the twentieth century are a good example: reading newspapers and novels aloud to other workers, they exerted a significant pedagogical and political impact.

      The transition from one kind of “information age” to the next does not happen in sudden, revolutionary fashion but in fits and starts, and it is often retrogressive. The same is true of reading practices. European histories of the book describe a shift from intensive to extensive reading in the early modern period: when books had been precious and scarce, they were read repeatedly and deeply, but as prices decreased (and variety increased), readers began sampling as broad a range as possible – which meant less frequent rereading. But again, an ethno-linguistic enclave allows for the persistence of older patterns; a Latino household that was not wealthy might have continued to follow “extensive” reading practices for quite some time, rereading the few books the family owned as well as outdated newspapers, which were prized simply because there was so little reading material in Spanish.

      The movement known as the “new literacy studies” complements recent socio-linguistic studies of language acquisition and language ideology among bilinguals. Now as in the past, governmental policies dictate that nearly all Latinos receive their formal education in English, growing up with varyingly strong oral skills in Spanish but without strong reading and writing competence. When writing in Spanish, many Latinos use non-standard spelling and grammar; exceptions include children who emigrate after their primary schooling – who later must confront the hostile terrain of English spelling – and those in dual-immersion programs. Of course, this conflicted sense of in/competency is one of the major themes of Latino literature, but a print-culture perspective helps us recognize that it goes beyond oral communication to encompass the social values attached to particular kinds of literacy as well.

      Gloria Anzaldúa’s much-cited maxim, “If you want to hurt me, speak badly about my language,” is cast in oral terms, yet it illustrates perfectly one of the central insights of the new literacy studies: that literacy goes beyond cognitive decoding to activate the range of human emotion (Anzaldúa 1987: 59). Like any other collective social practice, literacies are affective: they evoke feelings of conflict, loyalty, relation, anger, love, or (as in this quote) hurt and shame. A scene that activates these strong emotions around reading is labeled a literacy event. In Latino writing, such events are often bilingual/biliterate as well. Julia Alvarez’s poem “Sound Bites” takes the point of view of a young girl who had already begun her literacy training in Spanish. Upon immigrating, she learns to speak English in part by reading signboards:


      
        
Nueva York, el hotel Beverly,
un drugstore in the lobby

(Mami, what is a drugstore?)


(Alvarez 1995: 39)

      

      
That she is educated into a new order of writing as well as speech becomes clear in this recollection of the girl’s fascination with President Kennedy’s daughter,


      
        who has a pony Macaroni,

and a big house where to keep him,

and her Mami called a mommie

wears a little pillbox hat.


(Alvarez 1995: 40)

      

      The text distinguishes between two English-Spanish homonyms (Mommie/Mami), which mean and sound the same (save for accent) but are written differently – as the speaker of the poem is evidently learning in school. The phrase “a big house where to keep him” reveals the interference of Spanish grammar, literally translating donde guardarlo rather than showing an awareness of the idiomatic “to keep him in”. The speaker’s progress toward biliteracy as well as bilingualism is marked by her increasingly standard usages as the poem goes on.

      A different kind of affective literacy event occurs in Helena María Viramontes’s novel Under the Feet of Jesus (1995), where an extended metaphor compares a box of tools to the alphabet that protagonist Estrella, a migrant farmworker, “could not decipher”: the shapes of prybars and hammerheads recall cursive script on the blackboard. Estrella already speaks English – she translates for her mother – but her erratic schooling has made her a late reader (as we can infer from the evidence that her class is already working in cursive). When her mother’s companion teaches Estrella the names of the tools, they attain new emotional connotations: pride and potency, rather than the shame and anger she feels at school. Estrella 


      
        lifted the pry bar in her hand, felt the coolness of iron and power of function, weighed the significance it awarded her, and soon she came to understand how essential it was to know these things. That was when she began to read.

        (Viramontes 1995: 26)

      

      
Stirring as this portrait of literacy as a path to social empowerment may be, it raises other questions outside the scope of the plot: what are the consequences of training in literacy that does not extend to one’s native language? If an adult Estrella were to substitute b for v in written Spanish, would she revisit that early sense of shame and not-belonging? How strongly will she internalize a dominant ideology that associates sub-standard literacy skills in English with stupidity?

      The novel’s widespread adoption in secondary schools suggests that this theme of the making of a Latina reader aligns with a broader pedagogical imperative to inculcate literacy as a value in young students like Estrella. To be convincing, a reception study of this novel would also take into account its affective hold over other readers who do not resemble the protagonist – and consider how other economic and cultural factors sway that reception: the novel was niche-marketed as young adult fiction only after its initial publication in the general fiction category. It should consider the complex uses to which Latino writing has been put by non-Latino audiences (including school boards), and the shifting value attached not just to literacy in general, but to specific kinds of culturally situated literacies.

    

    
      New media, new audiences

      The history of the book and print culture may seem to have its face set toward the past, yet it is precisely this long perspective that helps us make sense of the massive transformations in our own print culture that digital media have brought about. The astonishing proliferation of text, especially on electronic devices, has not spelled the end of reading – if anything, we read more constantly – but it has clearly moved us further away from the model of intensive, sustained reading. Our readerly attention is more divided, more multitasked, less linear than before. The meaning of authorship is changing as well: anyone with internet access can self-identify as a “published author” once she has uploaded a blog post, a review, a novel. Arguably, we now see ourselves as writers more than readers. Models of the communications circuit will need to be revised to take collaborative authorship and crowdsourcing – the potential for an expressive “hive being” – into account.

      New media are transforming scholarly methods, too. The digitization of massive archival collections is a boon for scholars of print culture, who can now search thousands of other periodicals and books to trace and graph the reception of a particular novel. As with any other form of data-mining, however, digitization raises troubling questions about selection bias, transcription methods, and access: Google Books, for example, lags behind on scanning Spanish-language material, and programs such as the en-gram that were developed to analyze its database have mediocre recognition of non-English words. Specifically Latino digital archives, such as the Recovering the US Hispanic Literary Heritage Project and the Hemispheric Institute’s online video library, are underfunded in comparison. Latino scholars must advocate for better and more multilingual and transnational digital research sources and tools, as attention to Latino literature’s neglected archival past – whether distant or recent – can offset the tendency of book history and print culture studies to focus on European and Anglo-American examples. Like flawed medical research that makes universal generalizations based on white male subjects, the field needs to include more Latino/a test cases. At the same time, the study of print culture over time can serve as a needed corrective to the strongly presentist and policy-oriented tendencies of Latino studies. Most importantly, by understanding that literary experience has always involved much more than the virtual meeting of individual authors and idealized readers, we will be better prepared to think creatively and collectively about the future conditions of possibility for Latinos to communicate among ourselves and to the world at large.
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CENSORSHIP AND LATINO/A TEXTS

    
      Laura Halperin
    

    
      In her work “‘Speaking in Tongues’: A Letter to Third World Women Writers,” Gloria Anzaldúa urged women of color not to “let the censor snuff out the spark, nor the gags muffle your voice” (Anzaldúa 1983: 173). Anzaldúa’s plea gestured ahead towards the suppressive climate faced by writers and readers of all colors, especially since the 1988 landmark censorship case Hazelwood School District v. Kuhlmeier. Her words thus serve as an appropriate starting point for an examination of censorship attempts directed towards books written by Latinos/as and those that the American Library Association considers to revolve around “Latino issues,” namely Piri Thomas’s Down These Mean Streets, Rudolfo Anaya’s Bless Me, Ultima, Luis Rodríguez’s Always Running, Isabel Allende’s The House of the Spirits, Julia Alvarez’s How the García Girls Lost Their Accents, Alex Sánchez’s Rainbow Boys, and Alta Schreier’s Vamos a Cuba (Figueroa 2011). This chapter focuses on book censorship in public grade schools because public grade schools are the places most affected by banning attempts, and it asks what is at stake in the attempts to remove Latino/a books from schools.

    

    
      Censorship overview

      Censorship law has been mixed, leading to seemingly contradictory precedents. Two important cases, Board of Education, Island Trees Union Free School District No. 26 v. Pico (1982) and the aforementioned Hazelwood case, have paved the way for dramatically different interpretations regarding school authorities’ rights versus students’ rights regarding the content of their reading. While Pico limited school boards’ discretionary power to remove books from grade school libraries, Hazelwood granted school officials virtually unlimited power to control curricular materials (Foerstel 2002: 73). In rulings since 1988, what has been used to distinguish the appropriate precedent has tended to be whether materials are considered part of the school curriculum, as opposed to part of school libraries, with greater power given to school officials to control curricular expression.

      Although Hazelwood did not deal with the removal of books, and although numerous states have since passed legislation protecting First Amendment liberties, the case has been labeled a “chill wind for the 1990s,” creating the conditions for an increase in book bannings throughout this country (Foerstel 2002: 97). Given that “religious right political groups lead the charge” of censorship attempts, and given the sizeable growth of Evangelicalism since the 1960s as well as the visible rise of the religious right following the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks, the future of free expression in the US public education system seems tenuous at best (Hunter 1991: 209; People for the American Way 1996). Considering that the “American Library Association has estimated that for every censorship incident that is reported, four or five go unreported,” it becomes difficult to determine which books are being targeted, where and how frequently books are being targeted, and what the outcomes are of such challenges (People for the American Way 1996). The best resources for this information include the American Library Association, the Office for Intellectual Freedom, the National Coalition Against Censorship, the People for the American Way and their former yearly reports Attacks on the Freedom to Learn, and resource guides such as Banned in the USA. Other than these sources, information about banning attempts tends to lie in newspapers, television broadcasts, radio programs, websites, and blogs. Accordingly, these are the places where I have turned to discover which Latino/a texts have been targeted, where they have been attacked, and why they have been controversial.

      Because the most targeted books are those in grade school libraries and classrooms, they often are coming-of-age narratives and texts that have child or young adult protagonists. The principal reasons cited for challenges to such books have to do with concerns regarding objectionable language and sexual or religious content (People for the American Way 1996). In the information about book challenges, there is a conspicuous absence of attention to the racial or ethnic makeup of targeted texts, particularly with respect to texts that do not fall within dominant dichotomous constructions of race as black or white. On the surface, all challenged books thus appear subject to similar standards of scrutiny, regardless of the racial or ethnic makeup of author or subject. A similar rhetoric revolving around differing ideas of rights and liberties runs across challenges, and the American Library Association’s lists of most challenged books include texts across races and ethnicities. However, this does not mean that race and ethnicity do not contribute to anxieties about certain texts, or that texts by and about people of color – or, more specifically, Latinos/as – necessarily should be read as facing the same types of controversy as texts by or about Anglo whites. It is crucial to acknowledge the contexts in which books are challenged, just as it is imperative to recognize how a lack of attention to race or ethnicity in the rhetoric surrounding book challenges can form part of racist discursive strategies.

      Although an analysis of the places where books are challenged is beyond the scope of this article, it is worth noting that a correlation can be drawn between a growing awareness of a rising Latino/a population and the places where Thomas, Anaya, Rodríguez, Allende, Alvarez, Sánchez, and Schreier’s texts have been targeted. Just as Thomas’s memoir was first challenged one year after the “label Hispanic began to be widely disseminated by state agencies,” all of the places where Anaya, Rodríguez, Allende, Alvarez, Sánchez, and Schreier’s books have been (documented to be) challenged experienced increases in their Latino/a populations around the time they were censored (Oboler 1995: xiii). The bulk of these increases was significant, with many places undergoing more than a 100 percent growth in their Latino/a populations around the time of the book challenges. While proving causality between such demographic changes and the attacks against these texts would be impossible, especially given the racially “neutral” (or veiled) language used to justify the attacks, the placement and timing of these challenges nonetheless raise serious questions about when and why these books have generated so much controversy.

      
        Down These Mean Streets

        Puerto Rican writer Piri Thomas’s 1967 autobiography Down These Mean Streets has been targeted in California, New Jersey, Connecticut, and New York. Its removal from school libraries formed the foundation of two important cases regarding censorship: President’s Council District 25 v. Community School Board No. 25 (1972) and the aforementioned Pico case. The memoir chronicles Piri’s life growing up primarily in the Spanish Harlem of the 1930s and 1940s and struggling to find himself as he feels torn between his racial and ethnic identity.

        Setting the stage for the President’s Council case, the Community School Board in Queens, New York initially voted to remove Down These Mean Streets from district junior high school libraries because of the book’s “offensive language.” The Board subsequently allowed the book to remain with the caveat that only students’ parents be permitted to check it out. Parents, teachers, students, librarians, a principal, and the PTA filed suit in protest. However, the Court ruled that the Board had not infringed upon First Amendment rights because parents ultimately were allowed to check out the book (Foerstel 2002: 81).

        Ten years later, Down These Mean Streets was at the heart of another case: Pico. Along with eight other books, it was removed from the Island Trees High and Junior High School libraries in Levittown, New York. Presaging the rhetoric of culturally conservative and religious orthodox groups of the 1980s and 1990s who charged progressivist groups such as the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) and People for the American Way with maintaining “‘positions [that] are anti-freedom, anti-life, anti-moral, anti-Christian, and anti-American’,” the Levittown school board labeled the nine texts in question “‘anti-American, anti-Christian, anti-[Semitic], and just plain filthy’” (Hunter 1991: 151; Supreme Court of the United States 1982). The Court ultimately ruled against the board, challenging its motivation in removing the books. Foerstel explains Pico’s significance concerning


        
          the doctrinal dichotomy within the Burger Court and its predecessors … [with one] faction … regard[ing] education as having an analytic objective that should not be subordinated to indoctrination … [and the other] regard[ing] elementary and secondary education to be indoctrinative or prescriptive in purpose.

          (Foerstel 2002: 91)

        

        
Such disparate ideas concerning the function of education – coupled with the “cleavages at the heart of the … culture war[s]” pitting orthodoxy against progressivism and truth against relativism – continue to affect censorship battles (Hunter 1991: 43–4). Those pressing for book bannings claim that it is the school and parents’ job to protect children and control the ideas made available to them, and their opponents champion children’s rights to access and to develop their own opinions about materials. Thomas himself has adopted this rhetoric, arguing for “the right to write and to read” (Thomas 1976).

      

      
        Bless Me, Ultima

        Published during the controversy surrounding Down These Mean Streets, Chicano writer Rudolfo Anaya’s Bless Me, Ultima (1972) has faced similar battles. Set in rural New Mexico during World War II, Anaya’s novel recounts a coming-of-age story about a boy who struggles to reconcile the oppositional forces surrounding him and who learns the importance of developing understanding and empathy towards others. Despite its critical acclaim, the book initially faced publishing difficulties because it was considered “too Latino in style and language” (Gale 2009). The novel ranks seventy-eighth on the “100 most frequently challenged books: 1990–1999,” fifth on the “Top 10 most frequently challenged books of 2008,” and thirty-second on the “Top 100 Banned/Challenged Books in 2000–2009,” and Anaya is on the list of the “Most frequently challenged authors of the 21st century” (American Library Association 2009a, 2009b, 2009c; 2011b).

        Bless Me, Ultima has been challenged in Arkansas and Texas. In 2005, it was banned in Norwood High School in Colorado. In 2008, it was removed from a school in Stanislaus County, California, and in 2009, school district trustees upheld that ban. Anaya’s novel has been attacked allegedly because of its “inappropriate language” and pagan content. In the highly publicized Norwood and Stanislaus County cases, the censorship attempts were successful following an initial complaint filed by one parent at each school. In neither case had the school superintendent read the entire novel before deciding whether to censor it.

        Students, teachers, parents, community members, and the National Coalition Against Censorship vehemently protested these bans. Invoking the First Amendment, they argued on behalf of the book’s educational value, maintained that the bans relied on decontextualized passages, and complained that board policy had not been followed properly (Modesto Bee 2009). The Los Angeles Times, Modesto Bee, Sacramento Bee, and multiple Latino/a-based websites have suggested that the resistance to IBless Me, Ultima in Stanislaus County had much to do with an unease regarding the novel’s cultural-religious syncretism, a perspective considered antithetical to “‘the conservative family values in our homes’” (Sacramento Bee 2009). “‘[Un]comfortable with [Anaya’s] books possibly falling into another child’s hands’,” the Norwood High superintendent removed Anaya’s novel from the school and agreed with the complaining parent that the book be burned (Roberts 2005).

        Critics charged that this response was “reminiscent of the Nazi regime” (Roberts 2005). Anaya himself characterized such actions as contrary to this nation’s democratic principles and speculated that “‘some people are afraid of the diverse literature of this country, and this narrow mindset affects the students by keeping them from these literary works’” (Roberts 2005; Frazier 2005). Neither Herbert Foerstel, in his documentation of censorship cases and legal battles concerning First Amendment issues, nor James Davison Hunter, in his framing of censorship debates in terms of differing values regarding the meaning of freedom, explicitly ties book-banning attempts to racism, ethnocentrism, or xenophobia. However, Anaya’s speculation merits consideration. After all, how is it possible to charge Bless Me, Ultima with “inappropriate language” and “pagan content” without considering the specifically Mexican-American religious-cultural syncretism central to the novel? How is it possible to refer to language in any text without regard to race? As Toni Morrison maintains, “in a wholly racialized society, there is no escape from racially inflected language” (1992: 12–13).

      

      
        Always Running

        The “fear of diverse literature” signaled by Anaya – and the racial anxieties cloaked by such fear – arguably have also contributed to the misgivings about Always Running, the widely praised memoir by Chicano writer Luis Rodríguez (1993). The autobiography chronicles Rodríguez’s life as an adolescent in 1960s Los Angeles who is torn between gang life and his desire to pursue an education, nurture creative talents, and improve his community. Partly inspired by Down These Mean Streets, Always Running comments on institutionalized violence, structural racism, and inequality, and it calls for peace and social justice.

        Despite being critically acclaimed and honored for community activism, Rodríguez has been accused by Rockford, Illinois, School Board members of writing an “‘irreligious, anti-family, left-wing, anti-American … radical … harmful, ungodly, and wrong’” book that makes readers “‘more likely to assume the lifestyle of a gang person and … more likely to have sex in the back of a car’” (“Shameful”). Always Running has been challenged from the mid-1990s until the present in Illinois, Michigan, and California. In the past 20 years, it has made its way onto the American Library Association’s lists of most banned books, ranking eighty-fifth on the “100 most frequently challenged books: 1990–99” and sixty-eighth on the “Top 100 Banned/Challenged books: 2000–2009” (American Library Association 2009b, 2011b).

        Those who have supported censorship of Always Running – including school officials, teachers, and parents – have charged that the book is “inappropriate,” “graphic,” excessively violent, and even “pornographic,” and unsuitable for grade schoolers who, implicitly, should be protected from exposure to such a text (Marshall University Libraries 2005). Rodríguez has conceded that the memoir is intentionally “hard-core” to dissuade adolescents from gang life (L.J. Rodríguez 2005: xiv). Opponents to the challenges – including students, the National Campaign for Freedom of Expression, and the ACLU – alternatively have emphasized the autobiography’s educational function, and some have speculated that a “‘highly polarized’ racial climate” has fed into the apprehension towards the book (Sullivan 1999). That the controversy could be split along racial lines beckons us to question the motivations behind the challenges to Rodríguez’s text. Challenging the Horatio Alger rhetoric of individual responsibility that governs dominant discourses about self and society in this country, and pointing to the ways in which social institutions create conditions conducive to the development of gangs, the memoir calls for a social reformation and rhetorical reformulation that could be seen to feed into this country’s deeply entrenched racial fears.

      

      
        The House Of The Spirits

        Like Always Running, Chilean American writer Isabel Allende’s The House of the Spirits has been highly acclaimed and charged with “immorality” and sexual explicitness (Social Sciences and Humanities Library n.d.). Written in the style of magical realism, and set in an unnamed Latin American country arguably modeled after Chile, The House of the Spirits is a multi-generational tale of a family shaped by a volatile political climate and torn apart by radically dissimilar ideas about politics, equity, and justice. Despite its worldwide accolades, The House of the Spirits ranks seventy-third on the “100 most frequently challenged books: 1990–1999,” twelfth on Foerstel’s compilation of “The Most Frequently or Challenged Books, 1996–2000,” and ninety-seventh on the “Top 100 Banned/Challenged Books: 2000–2009” (Foerstel 2002: 216–18; American Library Association 2009b, 2011b).

        Allende’s text has been targeted in Virginia (1998), Maryland (1998), California (1999, 2000, and 2003), and Texas (2003) for being sexually explicit and even “pornographic.” The novel has been criticized for its allegedly graphic language, “defamation” of Christianity, and “promot[ion of] intolerance” (Foerstel 2002: 217). In the Modesto city schools that also removed Always Running from English classes, The House of the Spirits was challenged on the basis that it was “X-rated” (Rodríguez 2003; Brown 2003). Some of the staunchest defenders of Allende’s novel have been the superintendents and members of the school boards where the book has been challenged. Vocal in his disagreement with would-be-censors of Allende’s text at Stonewall Jackson High School, Edward Kelly argued that the censorship debate revolved around the issue of freedom, and that he, as Prince William County School Superintendent, did not feel comfortable prioritizing some parents’ belief systems over those of others (O’Hanlon 1998). This question of curtailed freedom harkens back to Allende’s condemnation of repression in Chile. Surely the bitter irony of Allende’s novel being censored in both the Chile from which she was forced to flee and the United States she now calls home is not lost on her (Snodgrass 2005: 184; Allende 2003).

      

      
        How the García Girls Lost Their Accents

        Such irony is certainly not lost on Dominican-American writer Julia Alvarez, who has spoken out against the attempts to censor her highly acclaimed debut novel How the García Girls Lost Their Accents. The book, set between 1956 and 1989, focuses on the lives of four sisters who move from the Dominican Republic to the United States and struggle to find a sense of belonging. Although the novel initially was published in 1991, it only has been a recent target of controversy, and, perhaps for this reason, has not (yet) made its way to the American Library Association’s lists of most challenged books. This said, it has been challenged in Virginia (2002), Arkansas (2005), Illinois (2006), and North Carolina (2007) allegedly because of “sexual content and profane language” (Parnell 2008).

        Of these places, only Johnston County, North Carolina – whose Sheriff Steve Bizzell has built a successful political platform around his incendiary hate speech against Latinos/as – has seen the novel’s removal from school libraries. Bloggers defending the ban have adopted a moralistic, religious, and paternalistic line of argumentation, maintaining that the book is not age-appropriate. Media coverage surrounding the controversy has linked the attempted removal with fear of the unfamiliar (Stasio and Stone 2008). Opponents of the ban have claimed that Alvarez’s novel teaches “cultural lessons” and is “consistent with … material that high school students frequently read” (Parnell 2008; National Coalition Against Censorship 2007). The book’s advocates have noted that passages from the novel have been decontextualized, and they have maintained that censorship of the novel violates First Amendment rights.

        Responding to the book banning, Alvarez has relied on these same types of arguments, and she has commented on the significance of her book being censored in the United States, the country in which her family found refuge after escaping Rafael Leónidas Trujillo’s brutal regime:


        
          I didn’t anticipate controversy from … the country we looked up to from our dictatorship, the nation that is a beacon to the whole world as a society where there are basic inalienable rights, freedom of expression, public schools and libraries where we can have access to uncensored materials. Coming here is what allowed me to be a writer in the first place.

          (National Coalition Against Censorship 2008)

        

        
Suppressed in the land where she has found her voice, Alvarez laments how the Dominican Republic’s “culture of silence” haunts her in the supposed “home of the brave and land of the free” (National Coalition Against Censorship 2008).

      

      
        Rainbow Boys

        Another recent target of controversy is Alex Sánchez’s first novel Rainbow Boys (2001). Born in Mexico to parents of Cuban and German ancestry, and raised in the United States, Sánchez has been highly lauded for writing books that grapple with struggles faced by gay teens. Rainbow Boys is a young adult novel written from the perspective of three high school boys who confront their budding sexuality in different ways. The book revolves around the importance of moving beyond tolerance towards acceptance and understanding.

        In the past decade, Rainbow Boys has become the most frequently banned book written by a Latino/a, and Sánchez has become one of the most challenged writers. Less than ten years after its publication, Rainbow Boys ranks forty-eighth on the “Top 100 Banned/Challenged Books: 2000–2009,” and Sánchez ranks among the top ten “Most frequently challenged authors” of 2006 and 2009 (American Library Association 2011b, 2009a). The book has been challenged in Texas (2005), Wisconsin (2005), Arkansas (2006), and New York (2006).

        According to the American Library Association, most challenges to books over the past 20 years have stemmed from charges that the texts were “sexually explicit” (2011a). In a survey of librarians, 87 percent expressed wariness about shelving books with “sexual content,” 61 percent about purchasing books that contain “objectionable language,” and 47 percent about having books that contain “homosexual themes” (Whelan 2009). Given these statistics, it is not surprising that Rainbow Boys would be vulnerable to censorship.

        Sánchez’s novel arguably has been attacked because it boldly portrays boys coming to terms with their homosexuality and because it unabashedly tackles homophobia. Some would-be censors nonetheless have disassociated the narrative’s portrayal of sexuality from its representation of sex, maintaining that: “The book was not removed … because of the gay theme, but because of explicit sexual content” (Loudon 2006). “Explicit sexual content,” however, arguably has functioned as a way of legitimizing unease with the book’s portrayal of gay teen life. After all, the novel has been labeled “pervasively vulgar” and called a “homosexual recruiting tool” (Lewis 2005; Shelton 2010).

        Sánchez has decried the attempts to censor his work, labeling them “‘un-American’ and ‘wrong’,” and antithetical to First Amendment liberties (Loudon 2006). Carly Maldonado, a student at a school where Rainbow Boys was initially removed from a summer reading list, has underscored that the novel’s censorship deprives students from access to a book “that assure[s] homosexual teens that they … ‘are special and worth being cared about, loved, and accepted just as (they) are’” (Maldonado 2006). In a time when bullying against gay teens seems to be at an all-time high, removing a book that fosters understanding towards people of all sexual orientations sends a dangerous message indeed.

      

      
        Vamos a Cuba

        Alta Schreier’s Vamos a Cuba (2001) has generated the most recent wave of media attention. At first glance, the book – part of a Vamos a series of children’s books that presents what life is like in different countries – seems innocuous, providing basic information about Cuba, including typical foods and attire. Vamos a Cuba has not generated the same acclaim as the previously discussed texts, nor has it created debate throughout the country. All of the challenges to it have happened in one place: Miami-Dade County, Florida.

        The controversy surrounding Vamos a Cuba began in 2006 when Juan Amador Rodríguez – a former political prisoner, Cuban exile, and parent at a Miami-Dade County School – complained that the book was inaccurate. The school board decided to pull the book from school shelves, despite the recommendation of two committees that it remain there. Another school parent and the ACLU filed suit, “challeng[ing] the removal on First Amendment grounds” (Staino 2009). The Southern Florida District Court ruled that the book be reinstated, but the Eleventh US Circuit Court of Appeals reversed the mandate. Both decisions were dictated according to differing perceptions of the board’s motive in removing Schreier’s text, with the District Court finding that the removal was based on political motives, and the Court of Appeals concluding that the removal stemmed from concerns about textual inaccuracies (Florida Library Association 2009). In 2009, the Supreme Court denied the ACLU’s appeal.

        A public outcry has accompanied the book controversy. Critics of Vamos a Cuba have insisted that the book is harmful because it depicts smiling schoolchildren wearing communist school uniforms, ignores the hardships of life under communism, and presents a universalizing and false message that “La gente de Cuba come, trabaja y estudia como tú” (Schreier 2001). Opponents of the ban, however, have insisted that complaints about the textual omissions and “‘the School Board’s claim on ‘inaccuracies’ [are] a guise and pretext for ‘political orthodoxy’” and that condemnation of the book exists because “we have a book that is free of politics” (Pinzur 2006; Houdek 2006). A blogger has signaled the irony of those protesting repression under communism seeking to ban the book, and another has pointed out that, such irony notwithstanding, the efforts to keep the book off the shelves stem from “the inhumanity of living under totalitarianism, and the rage that comes of seeing that inhumanity covered up” (Houdek 2006).

        The heated debates about the book need to be understood in relation to the complicated positioning of Cuban exiles. In Miami-Dade County, much of the community is comprised of exiles who fled Cuba to escape life under Castro’s regime. Their reasons for opposing the dissemination of information that paints Castro’s Cuba in anything but a totalitarian light cannot be separated from their lived experience as exiles separated from their homeland and oftentimes from their families. Critics of the ban on books like Vamos a Cuba, meanwhile, have emphasized that political dissidence is not reason enough to justify removing a text from school grounds. Perhaps the only thing that unites the two sides of the controversy surrounding Vamos a Cuba is that both are troubled by what they perceive to be a dangerous silencing, with one side arguing that the silences within the book are most problematic and the other arguing that the silencing of the book from without is most disturbing.

      

    

    
      Concluding remarks

      While the bulk of book bannings are initiated by parents, and oftentimes by a single parent, nearly half of librarians surveyed “say they’ve dealt with a book challenge” (American Library Association 2011a; Whelan 2009). The 1988 Hazelwood ruling giving school officials greater command over curricular decisions set a dangerous precedent for the future of free speech. Books by writers of color arguably have been particularly susceptible to censorship attempts ever since:


      
        A disproportionate number of books written by African American women were attacked this year. These assaults reflect a broader attack on
multicultural education and efforts to make history and English curricula more accurate and complete by including contributions of women and minorities.

        (People for the American Way 1996)

      

      
Since 9/11, and perhaps because of the post-9/11 hostility towards immigrants and people of color, there have been “new concerns about freedom of speech and communication in line with protecting national and international security” that again indicate a rise in censorship attempts (Lukenbill and Lukenbill n.d.). Indeed, these “new concerns” have manifested themselves in more broad-based attacks against free expression in schools. The passage of House Bill 2281 in Arizona in May 2010, dismantling ethnic studies programming in Arizona, and specifically targeted towards the elimination of Raza studies, reflects the general attacks as well as the more specific assults against multicultural education signaled above. The signing of this bill into law highlights how entire curricular programs that deal with multicultural issues are under scrutiny and threat of eradication. The passage of this bill reflects our post-9/11 climate and speaks to the anti-immigrant, and more specifically anti-Latino/ a, backlash in response to the rapid increase of the Latino/a population, particularly over the course of the past 20 years. This backlash arguably has made books and programming by and about Latinos/as more susceptible to attack, even while the discourses surrounding such challenges tend to revolve around questions of First Amendment liberties while sidestepping/silencing the roles race and ethnicity (might well) play in censorship attempts.

      The attempts to remove Thomas, Anaya, Rodríguez, Allende, Alvarez, Sánchez, and Schreier’s texts from schools can, and arguably should, be read in relation to this antagonistic political climate and to the attacks on multicultural and Latino/a education as a whole. After all, the only difference between eradication of programming and banning of books is a matter of degree, with the elimination of an entire set of classes devoted to the study of multicultural, or Latino/a, texts as an example of book censorship carried to its extreme. If Hazelwood has taught us anything, it is that the law surrounding censorship does not revolve around the removal of books alone. Censorship does not occur in a vacuum, nor does it happen as infrequently as we might believe in a society that prides itself on freedom of expression. That it is on the rise, that books by writers of color are increasingly vulnerable to censorship attempts, and that wide-scale attacks against multicultural, and more specifically Latino/a, education are increasing, at the very least should give us pause for concern.
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Print or copy pages or chapters

Full content search

Bookmark, highlight and annotate text
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Access to thousands of pages of quality research
at the click of a button

For more information, pricing enquiries or to order
a free trial, contact your local online sales team.

UK and Rest of World: online.sales@tandf.co.uk

US, Canada and Latin America:
e-reference@taylorandfrancis.com
www.ebooksubscriptions.coy :
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A flexible and dynamic resource for teaching, learning and research.






